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Presenting the Issue
The lead article in this issue is written by Charles
B. Copher, who for many years served at Interdenomi¬
national Theological Center (ITC), in the dual capacity
of Professor of Biblical Studies and Languages (Old
Testament) and Academic Dean. The Charles B. Copher
Lecture Series was established in his honor in March
1979, as a part of the school's Twentieth Anniversary
Celebration. In terms of its content, Copher’s article
probes the question concerning the presence of Blacks/
Negroes in the Bible and in the biblical world. This, of
course, includes a study of their contributions to He¬
brew religion and the writing of the Old Testament.
This article was presented at the Society of Biblical
Literature, November 22, 1993 in Washington, D.C.
This theme continues in the work by Temba
Mafico, the fifteenth Copher Lecturer (1994), who ex¬
plores the relationship between the unification of Is¬
rael and the divine name Yahweh. His study documents
several historical instances wherein naming and iden¬
tification have been instrumental in the unification of
fragmented groups. It is thus recommended to African
and African Americans.
Darius L. Swann, the fourteenth Copher Lecturer
(1993), investigates, in his first article, the role of West¬
ern missionary movement, while his second article dis¬
cusses Asian challenges to American values. The con¬
text for both essays is the contemporary pluralistic
world.
The final contribution written by the African
scholar, Samuel P. Abrahams, and delivered as the
Convocation Address, Fall 1995, ITC, centers on the
Christian doctrine of Creation and its meaning for hu¬





Blacks/Negroes: Participants in the
Development of Civilization in the
Ancient World and Their
Presence in the Bible
I. Introduction
As I review my life—which now spans some eighty
years—I can readily detect the manner in which my
mind has changed with respect to Biblical studies.
During this developmental process there were many
changes, some incidental and minor, but others of a
more serious nature. Among the latter was the initial
change from a fundamentalistic, literalistic biblical
perspective to a radical critical historical/literary posi¬
tion, and then to one more moderate. However, the
momentous change occurred when I discarded a nar¬
row white, Euro-American perspective in exchange for
a Black Perspective which was and continues to be
more universal. Secondly, and more particularly, were
the changes that occurred with reference to the ques¬
tion: were Blacks participants in the development of
civilization in the ancient world and do they appear in
the Bible?
II. Searching for a Black Presence: The
Questioning Years
A. “Hewers of Wood and Carriers of Water"?
The beginnings of the process by which my mind
*Charles B. Copher is Professor Emeritus, Biblical Studies
and Languages (Old Testament), Interdenominational Theological
Center, Atlanta, Georgia.
3
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changed occurred at the early age of ten years at which
time I read two books by Philip Van Ness Meyers, An¬
cient History1 and General History.2 In both, after divid¬
ing humanity into three races-the Black, the yellow or
Turanian, and the white-the author writes concerning
the Black race: "Africa south of the Sahara is the home
of the peoples of the Black race, but we find them on
all the other continents and on many of the islands of
the seas, whither they have migrated or been carried
as slaves by the stronger races; for since time imme¬
morial they have been hewers of wood and drawers of
water' for their more favored brethren."3
It should be noted that Meyers, writing later, in
his General History, changes his words so that they no
longer refer to any voluntary migrations of Blacks to
other parts of the world. Now, they can only be “car¬
ried as slaves by the stronger races.” Continuing, he
divides the white race into three groups or families:
the Hamitic, the Semitic, and the Aryan or Indo-Euro¬
pean. While asserting that the ancient Egyptians were
the chief people of the Hamitic branch, he includes
Libyans and Cushites.4
These flagrant assertions concerning the ser¬
vile, inferior character of Blacks made an indelible im¬
pression upon me. This impression was rendered more
severe because, on the one hand, at the young age of
ten, I had already read Joshua’s making the Gibeonites
“hewers of wood and carriers of water” (Joshua 9:27).
‘Philip Van Ness Myers, Ancient History, rev. ed. (Boston: Ginn
& Company, 1904).
2Philip Van Ness Myers, A General History for Colleges and
High Schools (Boston: Ginn & Company, 1898).
3Myers, Ancient History, 15; A General History, 2.
4Ibid., 19; Ibid., 7.
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On the other hand, at least ten percent of the Black
Community consisted of former slaves, some of whom,
my grandparents, for example, could and did show
marks upon their bodies made by the whips of slave-
masters.
B. “Cursed” by Noah or God?
As I advanced in age, discussions concerning
both the period of slavery and the present experiences
related to the differences in status between whites and
Blacks frequently led to my question, “Why?” In an¬
swer, reference would be made to some never-speci¬
fied passage in the Bible, one concerning the idea that
Negroes had been cursed by someone, either Noah or
God. While I found such answers extremely difficult to
accept, I believed deeply that if they were in the Bible,
they had to be true. Fortunately, however, the idea of a
curse neither seemed to rest heavily upon my mind
nor to become lodged in my subconscious. I do not
recall it ever becoming an issue again until I had be¬
come a professor at a theological seminary. By that
time I was sufficiently mature theologically and could
curse Noah or any God who had cursed the group of
people to whom I belonged.
When I was in high school two of the textbooks
used in history classes had been written by the great
historian-egyptologist, James Henry Breasted. The first
of these was Ancient Times: A History ofthe Early World,5
5James Henry Breasted, Ancient Times: A History of the Early
World: An Introduction to the Study ofAncient History and the Career
of Early Man, 2d ed., rev. and largely rewritten (Boston: Ginn &
Company, 1935).
6 The Journal of the I.T.C.
and the second, Conquest of Civilization.6 In both vol¬
umes, repeatedly, the author lays great emphasis on
the phrase “The Great White Race” that inhabited the
“Great Northwest Quadrant.” And, writing in Ancient
Times, he states:
The peoples of the Great Northwest Quadrant
as far back as we know anything about pre-his-
toric man, have all been members of a race ofwhite
men, who have well been called the Great White
Race. The men of this race created the civilization
which we have inherited. If we look outside of the
Great Northwest Quadrant, we find in the neigh¬
boring territory only two other clearly distinguished
races-Mongoloids on the east and the negroes on
the south. These people occupy an important place
in the modern world, but they played no part in
the rise of civilization.7
In both volumes are the following identical state¬
ments pertaining to Negroes:
On the south of the Northwest Quadrant lay the teem¬
ing black world of Africa. . . .It was separated from
the Great White Race by the broad stretch of the Sa¬
hara desert. The valley of the Nile was the only road
leading across the Sahara from south to north. Some¬
times the blacks of inner Africa did wander along this
road into Egypt, but they came only in small groups.
Thus cut off by the desert barrier and living by them¬
selves, they remained uninfluenced by civilization from
the north. The Negro peoples of Africa were therefore
without any influence on the development of early
James Henry Breasted, The Conquest of Civilization . . .
Including New Text, the Author's Own Revisions and Notes, ed. Edith
Williams Ware (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1938).
7Breasted, Ancient Times, 131.
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civilization.8
These views of Meyers and Breasted were repre¬
sentative of the historical studies that I pursued
throughout my years in high school, college, seminary,
and even graduate school. In fact, if there were any
reference to Blacks/Negroes at all, it was only an oc¬
casional one to them as slaves. And, as in the case of
the curse, I accepted this content with bitterness of
spirit but I knew of no challenging authority.
How well do I remember discovering another
viewpoint. This came quite by accident when at six¬
teen years of age I obtained The Black Man. the Father
of Civilization, Proven by Biblical History,9 Although a
classmate considered this a highly important docu¬
ment, I dismissed it as without value. It was contrary
to all that I had been taught. Thus, by age sixteen I
was quite well indoctrinated, comforted only occasion¬
ally by a misquotation of Psalm 68:31 that had long
been current in Black/Negro Communities: “Well, you
know what the Bible says, Ethiopia [referring to Black
peoples everywhere] shall stretch forth her wings to
God, and become one of the greatest nations in the
world.'"
C. “White” as Desirable?
Just as my first experiences relative to ancient
history occurred when I was ten years old, so did my
first experiences in interracial activities begin when I
was sixteen. With “white” as my criterion of all things
8Ibid., 133; Breasted. Conquest of Civilization, 44.
‘'James Morris Webb, The Black Man. the Father ofCivilization.
Proven by Biblical History (Seattle: Acme Press. Printers, 1910;
reprint, San Francisco: Julius Richardson Associates, 1984).
8 The Journal of the I.T.C.
good, I became an ardent integrationist, eager to be
assimilated into the mainstream of white American life.
For all practical purposes, such integration meant
learning to think and act-if not look-white. Opportu¬
nity for participation in interracial affairs increased
when I went to college in the deep South. In the cur¬
riculum there was a course entitled “Race Relations,”
with racial interaction provided through membership
in the Y.M.C.A. and the Student Volunteer Movement.
The “white” criterion of all that was good and
desirable, and the concomitant evaluation of everything
Black as being undesirable, was evidenced in my read¬
ing during this period. It was strengthened by the phe¬
nomenon in college and seminary of having either all
white administrators and professors or some Black
counterparts having advanced degrees from white in¬
stitutions, all of whom depended upon scholarly
sources written, naturally, from the white perspective.
There were few, if any, seminary or graduate courses
regarding the “Black Experience.”
The goal of my graduate education was to be¬
come qualified according to the best white academic
standards, (although “best white” is rather a contra¬
diction in terms). I felt highly honored when I was se¬
lected a Teaching Assistant of my major professor in
the doctoral program. Later, after I had become a pro¬
fessor and Dean of the theological seminary from which
I graduated, I maintained high academic and profes¬
sional standards, as evidenced in mainline liberal, semi¬
naries. Of course I observed American Association of
Theological Schools (A.A.T.S.) standards. I was also
honored when, along with other seminary professors
of my predominantly white denomination, I was cho¬
sen to write curricular materials for church school
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learners of all ages. In the meantime, I had been ap¬
pointed Bible study leader in Schools of Christian Mis¬
sion and Spiritual Life Retreats across the country,
often serving as a facilitator for interracial relations.
III. Emerging Awareness of a Black
Biblical and Worldwide Presence
A. Black Awareness Movement
My activities were not questioned until a white
member of the seminary’s Board of Trustees criticized
my writing church school materials. A more serious
criticism, however, was made by a Black person, who,
without being specific, stated that our curriculum was
irrelevant for a predominantly Negro student body. This
latter assessment was the prelude to forceful experi¬
ences during the 1968-1969 school year, namely,
“Black Power,” “Black Awareness Movement,” and a
general student revolt.
The Black Awareness Movement and the stu¬
dent revolt changed all areas of the seminary’s life—
governance, administration, and curriculum. The cur¬
riculum, for example, had to include the Black Experi¬
ence, and I was pressured personally to provide courses
in my own discipline—Bible. Additionally, I had to guide
the faculty in their development of a Black Studies pro¬
gram for the school's disciplines.
B. Position Papers for A.A.T.S.
Also, during this time of intense involvement at
our own school, I was named to an A.A.T.S. commit¬
tee whose assignment was to prepare for a future con¬
ference designed to include the Black Religious Experi-
10 The Journal of the I.T.C.
ence in seminary curricula. Without my being asked I
was assigned to write two position papers: “The Black
Religious Experience and Biblical Studies” and “Some
Areas for Research in a Black Theological Curriculum.”
One of these papers was to be read at the pending con¬
ference. Thus, I had several frustrating interrelated
tasks simultaneously.
Needless to say, I was completely unprepared to
cope with any of these tasks-the demands hit me like
a bolt of lightning! At first, I had difficulty comprehend¬
ing the term “Black” as it was being used with such
phrases as “Black Experience,” “Black Awareness,”
“Black Studies.” Frantically, I consulted younger per¬
sons, some of whom had been engaged in Black Aware¬
ness activities from the inception of the Movement. It
appeared that, like Rip Van Winkle, I had been asleep
while a revolution was raging. Gradually, with much
pain, I began to obtain rudimentary answers. As my
understanding increased, I experienced "a new birth”
intellectually and spiritually. Arriving at the point of
joyfully embracing my own Blackness, I was no longer
ashamed of it, which resulted in my increased ability
to view things from a Black Perspective.
IV. Blacks/Negro Presence in Biblical World
A. Papers and New Courses
In considering courses in Biblical studies I insti¬
tuted two seminars, one concerning the Black Pres¬
ence in the Bible; the other, with Black Men and the
Bible. This latter course focused upon the manner in
which white and Black people interpreted the Bible,
especially regarding Blacks/Negroes. During the sec-
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ond semester of 1968-1969 with six students, I experi¬
mented with the first of these courses.
At the same time, I began to compose the two
papers assigned to me which were related to the A.A.T.S.
conference scheduled February 20-22, 1970 at Howard
University, Washington, D. C. In meetings of the com¬
mittee I increased my knowledge of the nature and sig¬
nificance of Black Awareness—from younger persons
who, unlike me, were in the vanguard of the Move¬
ment.
The first assignment I titled “Perspectives and
Questions: The Black Religious Experience and Bibli¬
cal Studies.” Among other items in the paper, I sub¬
mitted five axioms, the fourth of which stated: "The
Bible must be studied and interpreted according to its
objective content, in keeping with sound methods, and
in such a manner that study and interpretation con¬
tribute to the liberation of oppressed peoples (with spe¬
cial reference to Black people) from positions of indig¬
nity, dehumanization in an oppressive and destructive
society: i.e., the Bible must be studied and interpreted
from the Black [Perspective as well as from the white."10
I stated, further, that the Black Religious Expe¬
rience could be incorporated into the seminary cur¬
riculum by adding new content to already existing
courses and by the development of newly designed
material. Suggestions for each procedure were offered.
In the second paper, “Some Areas for Research,” I sug¬
gested from among several topics dealing with the Bible
the two I had previously considered in connection with
l0Charles B. Copher, "Perspectives and Questions: The Black
Religious Experience and Biblical Studies," Theological Education
6 (Spring 1970): 183.
12 The Journal of the I.T.C.
my own immediate seminary curriculum.11
As an instructor in Biblical Studies, I was faced
with the necessity to implement at my own institution
that which I had suggested to the conference. In the
ensuing process I noted that the two seminar topics
were interrelated and could be executed concurrently.
Hardly had my work begun when I encountered diffi¬
culty with the subject-the presence of Blacks in the
Bible.
B. The Table of Nations
The Table of Nations, in Genesis 10, was cho¬
sen as a point of departure. Only two sources consulted
initially treated the matter. The first of these, Genesis,
by John Skinner, in the International Critical Commen¬
tary, stated that “true negroes” are excluded from the
Table.12 Likewise, the second reference, History of the
Old Testament, by Paul Heinisch, after noting that the
Table traces all the peoples of the earth back to the
three sons of Noah, declared, “No reference is made to
the Indians, Negroes, Mongoloids, Malayans, Chinese,
Japanese. . . . The author names only the peoples within
his own sphere of knowledge.”13
I then turned to Martin Noth’s volume, The Old
Testament World,14 but was disappointed with his ex-
"Copher, "Some Areas for Research in a Black Theological
Curriculum," Theological Education, Supplement 6 (Spring 1970):
S-44-S-52.
12John Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on
Genesis, vol. 1, The International Critical Commentary (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1910), 192.
13Paul Heinisch, History of the Old Testament (Collegeville,
MN: Liturgical Press, 1952), 32.
14Martin Noth, The Old Testament World (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1966), 236.
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elusion of Negroes except as neighbors of Egypt. Fur¬
ther, I was insulted by his criticism of the Egyptian for
having incorrectly classified the Nubians as Negroes.
His words struck me as European racial arrogance,
i.e., Noth’s assertion that he, living thirty-five hundred
years later, knew better than an Egyptian the correct
identity of a Nubian. One other resource was available
to me at the time, Dr. Albright’s article “The Old Testa¬
ment World” in the Interpreter's Bible. After declaring
that “all races of man known from the Old Testament
belong to Homo sapiens . . . ,”15 Dr. Albright continues
by saying, “all known ancient races in the region that
concern us here belonged to the so called ‘white’ or
‘Caucasian’ race, with the exception of the Cushites
(‘Ethiopian’) who were strongly Negroid in type, as we
know from many Egyptian paintings.”16 This opinion
was hardly less disappointing than the others. Yet, as
I reflected upon what these scholars had said, I came
to realize that their views were exactly what I had been
taught to believe. They were essentially the views of
Philip Van Ness Meyers and James Henry Breasted,
and corresponded with what later I shall refer to as a
New Hamite view. Inasmuch as I had begun to con¬
sider matters from a Black Perspective, I could not be
satisfied with these views, for not only were Blacks/
Negroes excluded from the biblical world; they were at
the same time excluded from the Bible. Upon reflec¬
tion, this was in disagreement with all that I had oth¬
erwise discovered about the use of the Bible by white
and Black people with reference to Blacks/Negroes.
15William Foxwell Albright, "The Old Testament World," in
Interpreter's Bible, vol. 1, ed. George Arthur Buttriek (New York:
Abingdon Press, 1952). 238.
l6Ibid.
14 The Journal of the I.T.C.
So, there were at least some other views, and I set out
to ascertain their characteristics. To my surprise I
uncovered at least six categories of views, all of which
have devoted adherents among contemporary Ameri¬









According to one view within this category,
Blacks/Negroes do appear in the Bible as creatures,
who, in their creation by God, antedate the creation of
Adam and Eve. This category appears to have several
roots, and has gone through a process which views
contemporary Black people as the offspring of the Pre-
Adamites. Apparently one ancient root lies in the idea
that a demon resident in the Serpent that tempted Eve
was black. Another root, datable to the Age of Discov¬
ery, developed from the knowledge gained by Europe¬
ans that there were peoples unlike themselves and who,
therefore, must belong to a creation different from their
own. They were, of course, convinced of their relation
to the creation of Adam. This latter root supported a
trunk that developed into a fully grown tree with the
publication in 1655 of Isaac de la Peyrere’s Pre-
Adamites. 17 In turn, this book became the ancestor of
17Isaac de la Peyrere, Men Before Adam or, A Discourse upon
the Twelfth, Thirteenth and Fourteenth Verses of the Fifth Chapter
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a work by the American, Alexander Winchell18 with
somewhat the same title. Some of the substance of this
category deals with the “beast of the field" (Genesis
2:19-20) which was grasped by the Ku Klux Klan, and
appears in the writings of Charles Carroll, a
clergyperson. Two of these are The Negro a Beast19 and
Tempter of Eve.20 Carroll’s views were very popular in
the South, and are presented today in books such as
In the Image of God, published in New England.21
D. Adamite
The Adamite view is that which traditionally re¬
gards Adam as the first human created in the image of
God and from whom all others are descended. It takes
for granted that Blacks/Negroes are members of the
“race” of Adam, so to speak, and consequently appear
in the Bible along with all others. Thus, as the apostle
Paul puts the matter in Acts 17:26, "[God] hath made
of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the
face of the earth ...”
of the Epistle of the Apostle Paul to the Romans, by which are Prov'd
that the First Men were Created before Adam (London: [n. p.], 1656).
Title translated by Thomas F. Gossett. Race: The History ofan Idea
in America (New York: Schocken Books, 1965), 461, n. 25.
18Alexander Winchell. Preadamites or. A Demonstration of the
Existence of Men before Adam: Together with a Study of their
Condition. Antiquity. Racial Affinities, and Progressive Dispersion
over the Earth, 4th ed. (Chicago: Griggs and Company, 1886).
19Charles Carroll. The Negro a Beast or. In the Image of God:
The Reasoner of the Age. the Revelator of the Century! The Bible as
it is! The Negro Not the Son of Ham (St. Louis: American Book and
Bible House, 1900).
20Charles Carroll, The Tempter of Eve (St. Louis: American
Book and Bible House, 1903).
21Charles Carroll, In the Image of God (Merimac, MA: Destiny
Publishers. 1967).
16 The Journal of the I.T.C.
E. Cainite
According to several versions of this view,
Blacks/Negroes appear in the Bible in different rela¬
tionships to Cain. They might appear as a son of Adam
and Eve, or as a son of Eve and someone other than
Adam, such as the aforementioned demon which was
in the Serpent, the Serpent himself, or the “beast of
the field.” Accordingly, Cain was either born black or
turned black by hail blowing in his face, by the smoke
from his unacceptable sacrifice, by the curse resulting
from his murder ofAbel, or from the mark placed upon
him,22 and so on. However he obtained his black color,
he became either the channel through whom Blacks/
Negroes enter the world, or their outright ancestor.
Thus, wherever in the Bible one reads material con¬
cerning Cain and his descendants, one is reading about
Black folk. With disregard for Cain’s offspring having
been the founders of civilization, as depicted in Gen¬
esis 4:20ff, they are said to have been the vile crea¬
tures who were responsible for the Flood. Whenever it
is recalled that all of Cain’s descendants were destroyed
in the Flood, a correction must necessarily be made.
Then, it is argued that Ham had married a daughter of
Cain, who, by the way, would have been doubly black,
since her black father had married a Pre-Adamite
woman, a “negress” because the Pre-Adamites were
Negroes.23 So it happens that Cain’s blood was present
on the Ark, having been transmitted through Ham and
his progeny. It is of great interest to me that, since at
22These are explanations given by various individuals and
groups, beginning with ancient rabbis and continues today in bodies
such as the Mormons.
23Various religious bodies, especially those that hold Pre-
Adamite views, emphasize this belief.
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least the twelfth century C.E., Cain has been depicted
in European art as a Negro;24 and that at one time the
Cainite view was widely held in America, becoming a
basic doctrine in at least one of America's religious
bodies.25
F. Noahite-Old Hamite
This category is related to the Adamite as its
continuation, so to speak, inasmuch as Noah was a
direct descendant ofAdam through Seth. Noah, in turn,
became the ancestor of all peoples through his three
sons, one of whom. Ham, became the eponymous, if
not the historical, progenitor of Blacks/Negroes. Spe¬
cifically, then, this category should be designated Old
Hamite since, as already noted, there later arose New
Hamite views. This Old Hamite view was based upon
the Table of Nations in Genesis 10, and interpreted
either in conjunction with, or separate from, the curse
upon Canaan recounted in Genesis 9. Apart from the
curse, these Hamites, i.e., Cush (Ethiopia), Mitzraim
(Egypt), Phut, and Canaan, all Black as their father
24See Ruth Mellinkoff, The Mark of Cain (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1981).
25The Mormons. On this point see the following among the
voluminous literature: Naomi Felecia Woodbury. "A Legacy of
Intolerance: Nineteenth Century Pro-Slavery Propaganda and the
Mormon Church Today" (M.A. thesis. University of California: Los
Angeles, 1966); John L. Lund. The Church and the Negro: A
Discussion of Mormons. Negroes [n. p.), 1967; William J. Whalen,
The Latter-Day Saints in the Modern Day World: An Account of
Contemporary Mormonism. rev. ed. (Notre Dame. IN: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1967): Newell G. Bringhurst, Saints. Slaves,
and Blacks: The Changing Place ofBlack People within Mormonism
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1981); Robert Gottlieb and Peter
Wiley, America's Saints: The Rise ofMormon Power (New York: G. P.
Putnam's Sons, 1984).
18 The Journal of the I.T.C.
before them had been, born or changed in color, were
the founders of the ancient civilizations in the Nile Val¬
ley and in the Asiatic regions of Mesopotamia and sur¬
rounding areas.26 Thus Blacks/Negroes appear in the
Bible as Hamites, who are descendants of a black Ham,
who either was born black or who as a white man sired
cursed black descendants.
One or more versions within this category be¬
came traditional in European thought and held the field
until approximately two hundred years ago when there
arose and developed the New Hamite category. Yet, the
versions of this category that emphasize a curse upon
Ham or Canaan or both are, as I learned, very much
with us today in popular and conservative circles and
in some academic communities as well.27
The Cainite category has interested me greatly,
but the Old Hamite, especially the versions that dealt
with a curse upon Ham, interested me all the more.
Further research was necessary. How happy I am to
notice that in my Bible there is nothing said about a
curse upon Ham by either God or Noah. How sad I
became when I read that one version of the Septuagint
and an Arabic translation of the Tanakh had a curse
upon Ham rather than upon Canaan, not thinking at
the time that all translations are only interpretations.28
26This view, as indicated, is held by traditional, conservative
and fundamentalistic "Bible believing groups," many of whom,
however, emphasize only the negative idea of the "curse of Ham,"
based on Genesis 9. Note, for example, Merrill F. Unger, Archaeology
and the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1954), 73-77.
27The academic communities are represented, of course, by
conservative scholars in various theological seminaries.
“References of the "curse of Ham” in the Septuagint and Arabic
Bible are found, for example, in the writing of Adam Clarke, The
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My sadness continued when I noticed that some Chris¬
tian Bibles contain the Genesis 9 superscription, “Male¬
diction Upon Ham,” or contain commentary in agree¬
ment with interpretations of the ancient rabbis.29
The rabbinic interpretations referred to in Chris¬
tian Bibles served as a clue to direct me to the
Babylonian Talmud and various Midrashim. In the
Talmud, Sanhedrin 108b, I read:
Our rabbis taught three copulated in the ark, and
they were all punished—the dog, the raven, and
Ham. The dog Was doomed to be tied, the raven
expectorates his seed into his mate's mouth, and
Ham was smitten in his skin, with an editorial foot¬
note explaining that “smitten in his skin” means
that from Ham descended Cush (the negro) who is
black skinned.30
Similarly, I read in Midrash Rabbah, Genesis:
R. Huna said in R. Joseph’s name: (Noah declared),
‘you have prevented me from be-getting a fourth
Holy Bible . . . with a Commentary and Critical Notes .... vol. 1
(Nashville: Abingdon, [n. d.]), 38, from which rabid Negrophobes
such as Josiah Priest borrowed. See also Arthur C. Custance,
"Noah's Three Sons" in The Doorway Papers, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids.
MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1975), 25.
29For instance, some editions of the Vulgate, and other Roman
Catholic Bibles such as The Holy Bible: Douay-Confraternity (New
York: P. J. Kennedy & Sons, 1950). Additionally, however, Christian
commentators such as Adam Clarke in relatively recent times have
relied heavily on the ancient rabbis. See Clarke, The Holy Bible,
vol. 1, Genesis, Chapter 4, 61 passim. See Abraham I. Katsh, The
Biblical Heritage ofAmerican Democracy (New York: Ktav Publishing
House, 1977) for the acquaintance of American Gentiles with
rabbinical writings.
30This is the reading in Jacob Shacter, trans. Sanhedrin,
Hebrew-English Edition of the Babylonian Talmud, chs. 1-4, ed.
Rabbi I. Epstein (London: Soncino Press, 1969).
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son, therefore your seed will be ugly and dark-
skinned.’ R. Hiyya said: ‘Ham and the dog copu¬
lated in the Ark, therefore Ham came forth
blackskinned while the dog publically exposes its
copulation.’31
Moreover, I read in a popular publication a version that
combines Sanhedrin 108b with various Midrashim such
as Tanhuma Noah, as follows:
Others say that Ham himself unmanned Noah who,
awakening from his drunken sleep and under¬
standing what had been done to him cried: ‘Now I
cannot beget the fourth son . . .Therefore it must
be Canaan, your first born, whom they enslave . . .
Canaan's children shall be black. Moreover, be¬
cause you twisted your head around to see my
nakedness your grandchildren’s hair shall be
twisted into kinks, and their eyes red; again, be¬
cause your lips jested at my misfortune, theirs shall
swell: and because you neglected my nakedness,
they shall go naked, and their male members shall
be shamefully elongated.’ Men of this race are
called Negroes. . ,32
So this is where it all began, I reflected. “How
tragic,” I said to myself, “that the equivalent of myth
and fairy tales could be regarded as actual history, and
the Bible used as the basis of a curse which doomed a
people for all times to a hell on earth worse than any
hell in an afterlife could ever be. Worse still, intelligent
people still believe such tripe today.”
31 Rabbi H. Freedman and Maurice Simon, eds. Midrash
Rabbah, Genesis in two vols, chapter XXXVI: 7-8 (London: Soneino
Press, 1939), 293.
“Robert Graves and Raphael Patai, Hebrew Myths: The Book
of Genesis (New York: Greenwich House, 1983), 121.
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G. New Hamite33
As noted previously, over against the Old Hamite
category, there arose during the nineteenth century a
New Hamite theory, one which continues into the
present. Like the old, it is based upon the Table of
Nations in that it views the Hamites listed there as
Caucasians, instead of Blacks. Even though some
peoples, such as the Cushites, are black in color, they
are still regarded as white, Caucasoid or European
Blacks, as it were, but by no means Negroes. This po¬
sition is emphasized in all the literature related to the
subject, whether archaeological, anthropological, eth¬
nological, historical, sociological, or theological. This
is the view already noted as that held by such scholars
as Skinner, Heinisch, Noth, and Albright. And I dare
say that it is the view adhered to by the majority of
non-conservative, non-traditional mainline scholars
today. Like the old Hamite category this one has two
sides with reference to Blacks/Negroes. Since the
Hamites are all white, the curse upon Ham/Canaan is
33It is to be noted that there are several views (or versions)
that go under the heading of my category, "New Hamite," and one
must be careful to distinguish among them. For discussions and
evaluations of the subject one may note, for example, the following:
Edith R. Sanders, "The Hamite in Anthropology and History: A
Preliminary Study" (M.A. thesis, Columbia University, [1965]); Philip
D. Curtin, African History, publication number 52 (Washington,
D.C.: Service Center for Teachers of History, 1964), 34-38:
Christopher Wrigley, "Speculations on the Economic Prehistory of
Africa," in Peoples and Cultures of Africa, ed. Elliott P. Skinner
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday/Natural History Press, 1973), 81-99;
Bruce G. Trigger, "Nubian, Negro, Black, Nilotic?" in Africa in
Antiquity: The Arts of Ancient Nubia and the Sudan (Brooklyn:
Division of Publications and Marketing Services, The Brooklyn
Museum, 1978). 26-35; Peter Garlake, The Kingdoms ofAfrica (New
York: Peter Bedrick Books, 1990), 19, 141.
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removed from Black peoples. Thus, some modern white
friends of Blacks, relying upon Albright, were able to
oppose segregation of Negroes in the United States.
This occurred when the Supreme Court outlawed seg¬
regation in education, which rejuvenated all of the
“curse of Ham” literature that had been employed to
uphold Black enslavement.34 However, this view, of
course, removes Blacks/Negroes not only from the bib¬
lical world, but from the Bible itself.
H. Various Black Views35
Traditionally, African Americans have been firm
believers in some view or views within the Old Hamite
category despite embarrassment relative to the curse
upon Ham and/or Canaan. To my utter surprise, in
the course of this research, I learned that African Ameri¬
cans, over the past two centuries, had written histo¬
ries of ancient Black peoples on the basis of Genesis
10. Some of these histories, corresponding with simi¬
lar histories written by white persons, were produced
by well-educated scholars, and, had I known of their
existence, would have been better able to utilize my
research hours upon related topics.36 One such his-
34See, for example, Everett Tilson, Segregation and the Bible
(New York: Abingdon Press. [1958]), 26: T. B. Matson, Segregation
and Desegregation [New York: Macmillan Company, 1959), 100.
35Interestingly, some Blacks, even uneducated ones, have
subscribed to a Pre-Adamite view on the basis of Genesis, as for
example, Elder W. E. Bowen, The Hambo Book on the Black Race
([n. p.], 1925). In recent times several Black groups have arisen,
claiming to be descendants of one or more biblical personalities
and/or groups: Jewish, Hebrew-Israelites, Nubians, Church of the
Living God, etc.
36"Ancient Black History" by African Americans appears in
addresses, books, booklets, etc. at least from 1793 onwards-based
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tory, entitled The Cushite or the Descendants of Ham
as Found in the Sacred Scriptures and in the Writings of
Ancient Historians and Poets from Noah to the Chris¬
tian Era, by Rufus L. Perry, D.D., Ph.D., in 1893-1897,
ostensibly was written to refute a book, published in
1869 by John D. Baldwin, entitled Pre-Historic Na¬
tions . . . ,38 Baldwin contended that the Cushites were
Caucasian. Another volume, The Negro in Holy Writ,
published in 1902 by Benjamin Tucker Tanner, then a
bishop in the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and
a good student of Greek and Hebrew, took issue with
the New Hamite removal of Black peoples from the
Bible.39 Over against the Old Hamite view, especially
in recent times, there has arisen among African Ameri¬
cans a variety of views, some of which regard all bibli¬
cal personalities to have been Black until Esau or even
Gehazi, the servant of Elisha. Others regard all good
biblical characters such as Abel to have been Black
and all evil ones such as Cain, Delilah, and Jezebel to
upon the Bible yet also upon classical sources in some instances.
Among authors who have produced works which vary widely in
value are the following: Prince Hall, David Walker, Hosea Easton,
J. W. C. Pennington, A. G. Beeman, R. B. Lewis, H. H. Garnett, M.
R. Delany, William G. Allen, E. W. Blyden, Alexander Crummell, W.
W. Brown, G. W. Williams, J. M. Barber, E. A. Johnson, R. L. Perry,
B. T. Tanner, J. J. Pikin, J. M. Webb, W. H. Ferris, R. A. Morrisey,
M. Work, J. W. Norris, E. E. and J. E. Carlisle, A. P. B. Holly, M.
Ellison, W. E. B. Dubois, R. Windsor, R. A. Bennett, J. Dyer, A. G.
Dunston, Jr., C. B. Copher, R. H. Woolsey, F. S. Rhoades, W. L.
Dillard, John Johnson, C. H. Felder, W. A. McCray, J. Smith, W. D.
McKissic, S. C. Drake.
38John D. Baldwin, Pre-histone Nations: or Inquiries Concerning
Some of the Great Peoples and Civilizations ofAntiquity and Their
Probable Relation to Still Older Civilization of the Ethiopians or
Cushites ofArabia (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1869).
39Benjamin Tucker Tanner, The Negro in Holy Writ
(Philadelphia: [n. p.], 1902).
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have been white. Others consider themselves to be
descendants of the “true Hebrew-Israelites” apart from
any or all Black Jewish groups. Still others claim to
represent the original Jews who they say were Black in
color.40
I. Assessment of Two Hamitic Categories
Faced with these several views, I had to decide
which, if any of them, might be considered valid. With¬
out hesitation I threw out the Pre-Adamite and Cainite
categories, since they appeared to be incredible, even
utterly ridiculous. I did the same with the numerous
views in the Black category, excepting certain aspects
of the Old Hamite, and for the same reasons that I had
discarded the Pre-Adamite and Cainite categories. The
Adamite, I noted, as previously stated, was a traditional
biblical view considered by perhaps a majority of Bible
believers as theologically, if not historically sound, and
left it at that. This left the two Hamite categories to be
considered. Which of these two expressed the truth
about a Black/Negro presence in the Biblical World
40Some writers who do not necessarily belong to one of the
several and various sects nevertheless hold some of the same views,
such as those in regard to the color of Esau or Gehazi. See, for
example, Rudolph R. Windsor. From Babylon to Timbuktu: A History
of the Ancient Black Races Including the Black Hebrews (New York:
Exposition Press, [1969]), 25: John L. Johnson. The Black Biblical
Heritage: Four Thousand Years of Black Biblical History, new and
rev. ed. (Nashville: Winston-Derek Publishers, 1993), 223, 225:
William LaRue Dillard, Biblical Ancestry Voyage Revealing Facts of
Significant Black Characters (Morristown, NJ: Aaron Press, 1989),
28, which is the same as Johnson's page 225 and pages 37-38.
Additionally, see The Original African Heritage Study Bible. King
James Version with Special Annotations Relative to the African/
Edenic Perspective (Nashville: James C. Winston Publishing
Company, 1993), 91. Footnote: "Color Significance and Leprosy."
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and Bible?
1. The Problem of Definition:
Black/Negro and Race
Before I could proceed with my evaluation, how¬
ever, I discovered that there were serious difficulties
related to the definition of Black/Negro. The same was
true with reference to the term “race.” Literature con¬
cerning Black/Negro contained so many conflicting and
contradictory usages that I was at a loss to determine
which definition, if any, I might employ. Moreover, the
term "Negro” was qualified by numerous adjectives, as
many as three or even four by a given author on a
single page, such adjectives as: full genuine, pure, real,
technical, true, etc.41 Moreover, “Negroes” were further
subdivided into types such as Negrilos and Negritoes.
What, I wondered, is a Negro? Writers, especially mem¬
bers of the New Hamite school, so to speak, make clear
that, when they are dealing with Negroes who have
never developed any degree of civilization, they are those
who have the adjectives as part of their identity. From
my Black Perspective I thought that one might just as
well speak about a hypothetical pure, genuine, etc.,
Caucasion who is to be credited with civilization's ori¬
gin and development. Upon reflection, I noted that this
was exactly what Breasted and others had done. How¬
ever, I did not let my mind linger, but proceeded to deal
with definitions of Black/Negro.
The definitions I discovered include, among oth¬
ers, the following: “one who literally is black in varying
4‘Note, for example, W. E. B. Dubois, The World and Africa,
new and enlarged ed. (New York: International Publishers, 1965),
91.
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degrees of blackness, even though color may or may
not have anything to do with race so that one may lit¬
erally be black but classified as white, Caucasian”; “any¬
one who anthropologically is Black/Negro, that is, pos¬
sessing black skin, kinky hair, flat nose, etc.”; “anyone
with any discernible trace especially of African-Negro
appearance”; “anyone with any known Negro ances¬
try”; “anyone with one drop of African-Negro blood”;
etc.42 All of these definitions, it is to be noted, are those
developed by white, not Black/Negro, people; all of them
occur in American thought and practice. However, I
noted that among New Hamite anthropologists one drop
of white Hamite blood is as strong as one drop of Negro
blood. Whereas one drop of Negro blood makes one a
Negro, one drop of white Hamite blood deprives one of
being a pure, true, etc., Negro.43
Now, although I was aware that the ancients
did not have our categories of racial distinctions, I had
to make sense of our definitions in dealing with peoples
of the Biblical World. Only one way was open to me:
recognize and use all of them, even the anthropologi¬
cal. So, by Black/Negro I mean all the definitions taken
together.
Having considered the matter of definitions, I
moved forward with my evaluation of the two catego¬
ries of Hamite views. In the course of my investiga¬
tions I observed eight categories of evidence that would
42One meets one or more of these definitions in various kinds
of writings, from directions to government census workers to
informal statements.
4:iSome writers even indicate the proportion of Hamitic blood
such as half-Hamite etc. See, for example St. Clair Drake, Black
Folk Here and There: An Essay in History and Anthropology, vol. 1
(Los Angeles: Center for Afro-American Studies, University of
California, 1987), xx.
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3) Opinions of critical historical/literary Bibli¬
cal scholars
4) Proper names and adjectives
5) Opinions of modern travelers and anthropol¬
ogists
6) Statements of ancient Greek and Roman writers
7) Early Christians commentators
8) Hebrew, Israelite, Judahite, Jewish accounts,
traditions, and legends as these appear in the
Biblical Table of Nations, the Babylonian Tal¬
mud and Midrashim.
I then divided the Biblical world into two re¬
gions, and applied pertinent categories to each region.
These regions were a) Egypt and African Cush, and b)
Mediterranean Lands.
a) Egypt and African Cush
I noted first that recent archaeological discov¬
eries establish the existence of a Negro civilization in
the Sahara as far back as 8,000 B.C.E. Some scholars
believe that, with increasing desiccation of the Sahara,
some of the inhabitants moved eastwards into the Nile
Valley.44 Next I learned that even many new Hamite
scholars concede that the pre-dynastic Egyptians were
Negroid in whole or in part, but then they progressively
44See among others, Basil Davidson, The Lost Cities ofAfrica
(Boston: Little, Brown Company, 1959), 7-8; Drake, Black Folk,
129.
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remove the Negro from the population between the
beginning of the dynastic period and the Eighteenth
Dynasty. Afterwards, they admit a limited presence.45
In my investigation of Egypt and African Cush under
the overall heading of Archaeological Data, I proceeded
according to the following sub-headings: Ancient Egyp¬
tian Historical Records: Statuary and Paintings and
Skeletal Remains.
Using Breasted’s Ancient Records of Egypt,46 1
noted that, beginning with the Third Dynasty,
Breasted’s work was a documentary of references to
Negroes. Statuary and paintings representing Negroes,
some of whom were in highest positions, I discovered,
and were traceable back to as early as 3,000 B.C., and
continued throughout Pharonie periods. With reference
to skeletal remains, one authority allowed 1 /3 Negroid
mixed population during one pre-dynastic span.47 An¬
other authority reported that of Egyptians belonging
to the period between the Early Pre-dynastic and Fifth
Dynasty 24% of the males and 19.5% of the females
were to be classified as Negroes.48 Further, that for the
periods of the Sixth to the Eighteenth Dynasty about
4r,One may consult various histories of Egypt for such a view.
46James Henry Breasted. Ancient Records ofEgypt: Historical
Documents from the Earliest Times to the Persian Conquest. ... 5
vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1906).
47Eugen Strouhal, "Evidence of the Early Penetration of
Negroes into Prehistoric Egypt." Journal ofAfrican History 12 (1971):
1-9.
4sFor this information 1 am partially dependent upon W. E. B.
Dubois. World and Africa. 107. See also Cheikh Anta Diop, The
African Origin ofCivilization: Myth or Reality, ed. and trans. Mercer
Cook (New York: Lawrence Hill and Company, 1974), 130: "Origin
of the Ancient Egyptians," in Ancient Civilizations ofAfrica, ed. G.
Mokhtar (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981), 26-57:
Drake, Black Eolk Here and There, 152-153.
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20% of the males and 15% of the females studied are
grouped with Negroes. According to still another au¬
thority, the percentage of Negroes in the population of
Egypt rose to 40% in the Eleventh, Twelfth and Thir¬
teenth Dynasties of the Middle Kingdom; and towards
the end of the New Kingdom Negroids and mixed bloods
together composed 40% of the total population.49
A survey of histories of Egypt proved to be most
interesting.50 I got the impression that one major goal
of Egyptology was to prove that the ancient Egyptians
were not Negroes. Two hundred years ago these in¬
habitants of the Nile Valley had been believed to be
Black. Towards the end of the nineteenth-century
Budge and Rawlinson would emphatically declare that
they were not, and Breasted would declare the older
historians wrong in their identification. And despite
Rawlinson’s contention that the Egyptians were Cau¬
casians he describes them in part as follows: ‘The Egyp¬
tians were not negroes, but they bore a resemblance to
the negro which is indisputable. Their type differs from
the Caucasian in exactly those respects which when
exaggerated produce the negro.”51 Such a description
leaves the poor Egyptian suspended in mid-air, half¬
way between Caucasians and Negro—belonging to nei¬
ther. After stating that it is impossible for the historian
to obtain decisive results from the activities of physi¬
cal anthropologists, Breasted says, “The conclusion
49As reported by Tarharka, Black Manhood: the Building of
Civilization by the Black Man of the Nile. rev. ed. (Washington, D.C.:
University Press of America. 1979), 53; also Diop. African Origin.
130.
"’These histories date from the earliest days of "Egyptology,"
beginning around 1820.
51George Rawlinson, Ancient Egypt. 3d ed. (London: T. Fisher
Unwin; New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1887), 24.
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once maintained by some historians, that the Egyp¬
tian was of African negro origin is now refuted; and
evidently indicated at most he may have been slightly
tinctured with negro blood . . .”52 Apparently Breasted
was unaware that even a “slight tincture” would have
sufficed to place the Egyptian in the category of Negro,
I surmised. Further, I noted that some historians, such
as Budge and Mariette-Bey, whose books went through
several editions, progressively removed Negroes from
their texts in describing Egyptians. Budge, for example,
presents Nefertari Ahmose initially as a “negress” of
“ebony hue”; then as an Ethiopian, and finally with no
reference to her color or nationality. The inference be¬
ing in the last instance that she was a lily-white Cau¬
casian. In the end I had to conclude, as did W. E. B.
Dubois after he had studied Maspero, Reisner, Breasted
and others, that, according to American definitions,
the ancient Egyptians would have to be classified as
Negroes.53
Continuing with findings regarding Egypt/Afri¬
can Cush, I had thought Breasted to be the most anti-
Black racist under the sun. However, with my discov¬
ery of Dr. Hermann Junker, I found one who went be¬
yond even Breasted. Dr. Junker, in a famous lecture
delivered in 1921, in disagreement with Breasted, Ed¬
ward Meyer, and Randall Maclver, all of whom had
begun the history of the Negroes as far back as circa
3,000 B.C.E, declared that Negroes did not first ap¬
pear in history until circa 1,500 B.C.E, a millennium
and a half later, thus eliminating Negroes from those
52James Henry Breasted. A History of Egypt from the Earliest
Times to the Persian Conquest, 2d ed. (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1924), 26.
53Dubois, World and Africa, 108.
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who could have shared in the greatest periods of Egypt’s
most ancient history.54 Needless to say, I was most
pleasantly surprised when I noted that in his book.
Races ofAfrica, ethnologist Charles Gabriel Seligman,
arch protagonist for one of the most outlandish New
Hamite views, took issue with Junker, partly on the
basis of his ridiculous definition of Negro, and traced
the Negro back to as early as 3,200 B.C.E.55
These findings are presented, in part, because
both Junker and Seligman were widely accepted, al¬
though the Hamite hypothesis has been laughed to
scorn;56 apparently, Junker’s position is still main¬
tained among scholars. I was to learn later, however,
that even among former staunch supporters. Junker's
views were deemed invalid.57 In addition, I came across
another scholar who was almost as bad as Junker,
namely, Dr. J. A. Wilson, who has been as influential
as Drs. Junker and Seligman. In articles published in
The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible,58 and in The
World History of the Jewish People: At the Dawn ofCivi¬
lization,59 Wilson states that the Negro did not appear
54Herman Junker, "The First Appearance of the Negro in
History." Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 7 (1921): 121-132.
55Charles G. Seligman, Races of Africa (London: Thornton
Butterworth, 1939), 52.
56See, e.g., Basil Davidson, "The Ancient World and Africa:
Whose Roots?" in Egypt Revisited, 2d ed., ed. Ivan Van Sertima
(New Brunswick. NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1989). 45-48. Cf.
Trigger, "Nubian. Negro, Black . . ."
57Jean Vercoutter, "The Iconography of the Black in Ancient
Egypt: From the Beginnings to the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty," in The
Image of the Black in Western Art, vol. 1, From the Pharaohs to the
Fall of the Roman Empire (New York: William Morrow and Company,
1967), 33-38.
5HCf. J. A. Wilson, "Egypt," The Interpreter's Dictionary of the
Bible (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962), 39-66, especially 42.
59J. A. Wilson, "Egypt-The Kingdom of the Two Lands." in At
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on the Sudanese horizon until about 2,000 B.C.E. Of
course, his position stands to be corrected for the same
reasons as those of Junker.
In applying the categories of archaeological data,
historical works, physical anthropology, etc. to African
Cush, I discovered almost as much diversity and dis¬
agreement among authorities as in the case of Egypt,
itself. Some scholars, for example, state that Nubians/
Cushites are Black and Negroid one year, but then,
the next year, they are understood to be Caucasoid
White. Some, I found, insist that especially the rulers
of the Twenty-fifth, an Ethiopian Dynasty, were Cau¬
casians,60 while others refer to a member of that dy¬
nasty as a Negro king.61 Still another author wrote con¬
cerning a second member of the same dynasty under
the title, "The Exploits of a Nigger King."62 Legends on
a bust of Tirhakah, and on the famous “Nubian Ar¬
chers” discovered at Assyut, and presently in the Cairo
Museum, are identified as Negroes, and that I accept
as valid.63 Contrary to Dr. Noth’s criticism of the Egyp-
the Dawn of Civilization, vol. 1, The World History of Jewish People
Series, ed. E. A. Speiser (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press, 1964), 267-347.
60E.g., Roland A. Oliver and J. D. Fage, in their A Short History
of Africa, ed. Ronald Segal (Middlesex, England: Penguin Books,
1962), state: "... Kush, like Egypt, was basically a country of
white Caucasians." J. A. Wilson in At the Dawn ofCivilization, 305,
refers to the Middle Kingdom of Egypt (1990-1780 B.C.E.) as a
period when the Nubians "at that time" were not Negroes.
61George Steindorf and Keith C. Steele, When Egypt Ruled the
East (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), 271, who write,
"The throne of Egypt was occupied by a Negro king from Ethiopia."
62Arthur Weigall, "The Exploits of a Nigger King,” in
Personalities ofAntiquity (New York: H. W. Wilson Company, 1932),
185-192.
63Ibid., 192. Here, Weigall refers to Taharqua (Tirhakah) as a
full-blooded Negro. Others writers, too numerous to be listed here,
also regard Nubians as Negroes.
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tians for depicting the Nubians as Negroes, Marriette-
Bey, Montet, Steindorf and Steele, and Fairservis, for
examples, describe the Black people painted in Huy’s
tomb as Negroes.64
When combining the Critical Historical-Literary
category (composed of scholars who, I assume, are to
be classified as subscribers to a New Hamite view), and
the category of Proper Names and Adjectives, I noted
that the term “Cush” (Ethiopia) and related words were
translated as Black/Negro.65 Similarly, some scholars
identify the Cushite wife of Moses as Negro, as do oth¬
ers in instances where Cushites appear elsewhere in
the Scriptures. The same translation is made in the
case of the name “Phinehas,” especially with reference
64Auguste Marriette-Bey, The Monuments of Upper Egypt.
trans. Alphonse Marriette, rev. with notes and additions by Lysander
Diekerman (Boston: J. H. Mansfield & J. W. Dearborn, 1890), 253-
254. Compare the earlier 1877 edition of this work in regard to
Negroes; Pierre Montet, Eternal Egypt, trans. Doreen Weightman
(New York: New American Library of World Literature, 1964), 1 18:
Steindorf and Steele, When Egypt Ruled. 98; Walter A. Fairservis,
Jr., The Ancient Kingdoms of the Nile and the Doomed Monuments
of Nubia (New York: New American Library of World Literature,
1962), 140.
65See, e.g., Aage Bentzen, Introduction to the Old Testament.
2d ed. vol. 2, The Books of the Old Testament (Copenhagen: G. E.C.
Gad Publisher, 1958), 153, defines Cushi as "the Ethiopian,” "the
Negro"; Henry Preserved Smith, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Books ofSamuel (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1899), 359, writes "negro”; Roland de Vaux, The Early History
ofIsrael (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1978), 329, calls Phineas
"The negro"; Fleming James. Personalities of the Old Testament (New
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons. 1978), 38, with reference to Moses'
Cushite (Negro) wife; Rolf Rendtorff, The Old Testament: An
Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 236, in regard to
the name of Zephaniah’s father, Cushi is Ethiopian, the negro;
Robert H. Pfeiffer. Introduction to the Old Testament (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1941, 1948). with respect to Amos 9:7 writes:
"Negroes of Africa," etc.
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to the grandson of Aaron, brother of Moses.66
Ancient Greek writers, Herodotus in particular,
according to the judgement of a great number of out¬
standing translators, referred to the Egyptians of his
time (450 B.C.E) as being Black with kinky hair.67 The
early Christian commentator, Theodore of Mopsuestia,
also refers to the Egyptians in his day (350 C. E.) as
Black, according to Robert M. Grant’s translation of a
portion of Theodore’s commentary on the “Song of
Solomon.”68
With reference to Asiatic Cush, archaeologists,
anthropologists, historians, and others attest to a
Black/Negro presence from time immemorial (not just
since the days of the slave trade), in South Asia along
“That the name "Phinehas" is the Hebrew form of the Egyptian
term, Pa-neshi, i.e., the Nubian/Negro, has been observed for at
least one hundred fifty years by numerous scholars in
commentaries, dictionaries, histories, etc.
67What Herodotus said and meant with reference to the color
and race of the Egyptians of his day has been debated vigorously
over the past two hundred years. Cf. Frank J. Yurco, "Were the
Ancient Egyptians Black or White?" Biblical Archaeology Review,
15 (September/October 1989): 24-29; "Queries and Comments,"
Biblical Archaeology Review 16 (January/February 1990): 14-16:
"Queries and Comments," Biblical Archaeology Review 16 (March/
April 1991): 12-14. Opinions are about equally divided between
those who believe, and those who do not, that Herodotus was
identifying the ancient Egyptians with what we call Negroes. Most
interestingly, George Rawlinson, in his translation of Herodotus,
uses the term "black," stating that that was what Herodotus meant
literally. However, he rejects the accuracy of Herodotus' usage in
his History of Ancient Egypt, vol. 1 (New York: Dodd. Mead &
Company, 1882), 103. His translation may be found in The History
of Herodotus, Book II, ed. Manuel Komroff (New York: Tudor
Publishing Company, 1956), 115. Another source that employs the
translation "black" is Herodotus: The Histories, trans. Aubrey De
Selincourt, ed. E. V. Rieu (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1954), 140.
“Robert M. Grant, The Bible in the Church: A Short History of
Interpretation (New York: Macmillan Company, 1958), 78.
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the shores of the Indian Ocean eastwards to India and
beyond to the islands of the Pacific. Archaeological dis¬
coveries have established a civilization in India known
as the Indus River Civilization and identifies it as Ne¬
groid.69 The archaeologist, Marcel Dieulafoy, discovered
the ancient Elamites with their high culture to have
been Negroid;70 and Maspero. upon the basis of
Dieulafoy’s finds, agrees with that identification.71
Somewhat in agreement with Dieulafoy and
Maspero was A. H. Sayce, who wrote with reference to
the “black-headed race” of Akkad: “As, however, M.
Dieulafoy’s excavations on the site of Susa have brought
to light enameled bricks of the Elamite period on which
a black race is portrayed, it may mean that the primi-
69See Custance, Noah Three Son's, 72. footnotes 22 and 23,
for references to the Indus Valley Civilization as Negroid, quoting
V. G. Childe and S. Piggott; see especially Wayne B. Chandler. "The
Jewel in the Lotus: The Ethiopian Presence in the Indus Valley
Civilization,” in African Presence in Early Asia, ed. Ivan Van Sertima
and Runoko Rashidi (New Brunswick. NJ: Transaction Books.
1988). 81-105.
70Cf. Marcel Dieulafoy. L' Acropole de Suse d'apres les fouillees
executees en 1884, 1885 sous les auspices du Musee du Louvre
(Paris: Libraire Haehette et Cie, 1880), and others who make
reference to his finds, such as: Gaston Maspero. The Struggle of
the Nations: Egypt, Syria and Assyria, ed. A. H. Sayce (London:
Society For Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1925). 32. footnote;
Sayce, Lectures on the Origin and Growth ojReligion as Illustrated
by the Religion of the Ancient Babylonians (London: Williams &
Norgate, 1888), 99, footnote 4: Cheik Anta Diop, The Cultural Unity
of Negro Africa: The Domains of Patriarchy and of Matriarchy in
Classical Antiquity (Paris: Presence Africaine, 1962), 106-111, and
The African Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality, ed. and trans.
Mercer Cook (New York: Lawrence Hill & Company, 1974), 103-
107: J. A. Rogers, Sex and Race: Negro-Caucasian Mixing in All
Ages and All Lands, vol. 1 (St. Petersburg, FL: Helga M. Rogers,
1967), 58-59.
7'Maspero, Struggle of the Nations, 32.
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tive Sumerian population of Chaldes was really black¬
skinned.”72 Indeed, as far back as the year in which I
was born, an African-American scholar, the anthro¬
pologist Arthur C. Custance, in his book, Noah's Three
Sons, was in full agreement with Dieulafoy.73 Arguing
against a scholar who had said that the phrase referred
to black hair, William H. Ferris, an African American,
wrote, . . if he had referred to the black hair of the
Semites ... he would undoubtedly have used the term,
‘the black haired race.’ Therefore, the only logical in¬
ference from the term ‘black-headed race’ in
Hammurabi's code is that the native Babylonians were
a Black and Negroid race.”74
Custance identifies not only the Sumerians but
also the Canaanites as Blacks upon the basis of the
phrase, arguing convincingly that the description
makes no sense with respect only to the color of their
hair.75
That the Natufians, the early inhabitants of Pal¬
estine, were Negroid has been asserted by both archae¬
ologists and anthropologists.76 Similarly, the claim that
72Sayce, Lectures on Origin and Growth, 99.
73Custance, 72.
7'William Henry Ferris, The African Abroad or His Evolution in
Western Civilization, Tracing His Development under Caucasian
Milieu (New Haven: Tuttle, Morehouse & Taylor Press, 1913), 521.
75Custance, 72. Cf. Runoko Rashidi, in "Africa in Early Asian
Civilizations: A Historical Overview," and "More Light on Sumer,
Elam and India" in African Presence in Early Asia, ed. Van Sertima
and Rashidi, 14-53; 163-177.
76On the Natufians as Black, see especially Diop, African
Origin, 265-266: Drake, Black Eolk, 154-156; Charles S. Finch, III,
"Africa and Palestine in Antiquity," in African Presence, Van Sertima
and Rashidi, 187-197; Joseph E. Harris, ed. Africa and Africans as
Seen by Classical Writers, The William Leo Hansberry African History
Notebook, Vol II (Washington, D.C.: Howard University Press, 1977),
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the aborigines of the Jordan Valley region were Negroid
is attested further by archaeological locations south¬
east of the Sea of Galilee and around the city of Gedor.
Concerning the latter site, the Chronicler wrote, “They
of Ham dwelt there of old" (I Chronicles 4:40).
Giving an overview of peoples ofAsia with Black/
Negro affinities, Sir Harry H. Johnston, famous
Africanist, who later was quoted by H. G. Wells in his
Outline of History,77 wrote in the volume The Negro in
The New World:
The Elamites of Mesopotamia appear to have
been a negroid people with kinky hair, and to have
transmitted this racial type to the Jews and Syr¬
ians. There is a curliness of the hair, together with
a negro eye and full lips, in the portraiture of
Assyria which conveys the idea of an evident negro
element in Babylonia.78
b) Mediterranean Lands
Archaeologists, historians, and classicists note
a Negro presence in Cyprus as far back as 1800 B.C.E.,
and, on the Island of Crete, to 1500 B.C.E. In Crete,
Blacks/Negroes are depicted as members of the armed
forces. Dating from the fifth century B.C.E. Negroes
appear in Persian and Greek armies, as well as in Italy
and Sicily—all this during the biblical period and within
51; Harry L. Shapiro, The Jewish People: A Biological History, The
Race Question in Modern Science Series (New York: Columbia Press.
1961). 114.
77H. G. Wells. The Outline of History, 2 vols., rev. Raymond
Postgate (New York: Garden City Books, 1949), 44.
7KHarry H. Johnston, The Negro in the New World, with a new
introduction by George Shepperson (New York & London: Johnson
Reprint Corporation, 1910. 1969), 27.
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the biblical world.79
Finally, I examined all the evidence supplied by
the categories in the light of ancient Jewish accounts.
That the Table of Nations has racial implications, if
only by inference, is so stated by some liberal main¬
line, as well as by traditionally conservative, scholars.80
7The following are among numerous sources of information
on Blacks in the several Mediterranean lands: James E. Brunson,
Black Jade: The African Presence in the Ancient East and Other
Essays, intro. Runoko Rashidi (Dekalb, IL: James E. Brunson and
Kara Publishing Company 1985). particulary Part IV. "The African
Presence in the Ancient Mediterranean and Agean Isles," 121 -144;
Brunson. "The African Presence in the Ancient Mediterranean Isles
and Mainland Greece," in African Presence in Early Europe, ed. Ivan
Van Sertima (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1985), 36-
65: W. E. B. Dubois, World and A frica, 121; Joseph E. Harris, Africa
and Africans. 31-51; John G. Jackson, Introduction to African
Civilizations, introduction and additional bibliographical notes by
John Henrik Clarke (Secaueus, NJ: Citadel Press, 1970), 76-77;
John G. Jackson. Man. God and Civilization (New Hyde Park, NY:
University Books, 1972). 250-253; Vassos Karageorghis, Blacks in
Ancient Cipriot Art (Houston, TX: Menil Foundation, 1988); Frank
M. Snowden, Jr., Blacks in Antiquity: Ethiopians in the Greco-Roman
Experience (Cambridge. MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 1970); Snowden, "Iconographical Evidence on the Black
Populations in Greco-Roman Antiquity" in The Image of the Black
in Western Art, vol. 1, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1976), 133-245; Snowden, Before Color Prejudice: The Ancient View
of Blacks (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), 14-
16.
“Among scholars who regard the Table as having racial
significance are the following: Gleason L. Archer, Jr., A Survey of
Old Testament Introduction, rev. ed. (Chicago: Moody Press, 1974),
217-220; William G. Blaikie, A Manual ofBible History, rev. Charles
D. Matthews (New York: Ronald Press Company, 1940), 11: E. A.
Wallis Budge, A History of Ethiopia, Nubia and Abyssinia, vol. I
(Oosterhout, Netherlands: Anthropological Publications, 1970), 4;
Herbert E. Ryle, The Book of Genesis (Cambridge, [England]:
University Press, 1914), 131-132: Frank Knight Sanders and Henry
Thatcher Fowler, Outlines for the Study of Biblical History and
Literature (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1906), 2; Charles E.
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Unfortunately, some of the latter, on theological
grounds, tie the Table with the curse in Genesis 9.81
And, interestingly enough, one conservative scholar
relies upon Wright's and Filson's Westminster Atlas as
proof that the Table is racial, at least in part.82
Regarding the “Ham stories” in Talmud and
Midrashim, a question arises as to whether or not the
ancient rabbis really viewed Ham and his sons as lit¬
erally black. Moreover, there were reasons for hostile
feelings towards the children of Ham. For they, espe¬
cially the Egyptians and Babylonians, had been the
chief oppressors of their ancestors. At the same time,
the Canaanites were the most immediate enemies of
those who had taken possession of the land. As for the
Midrashim, many of their interpreters lived among
Egyptians whom Philo described as being akin to asps
in their dispositions.83
After weighing the evidence, I concluded that
on the basis of our American definitions of Black/Ne¬
gro, the following are legitimate affirmations:
•The Hamites of the Table of Nations were Black.
•The ancient Elamites and Sumerians were Black.
Silberman, Crisis in Black and White (New York: Random House,
1964), 172-173; D. J. Wiseman, ed.. Peoples ofOld Testament Times
(Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1973), xviii, 262-264; George Ernest
Wright and Floyd Vivian Filson, ed.. The Westminster Historical Atlas
to the Bible, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1956), 26.
81Cf. Unger. Archaeology, Old Testament 73-77.
82Archer, Survey. Old Testament. 217-220.
83Salo W. Baron, et al.. Great Ages and Ideas of the Jewish
People (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1969), 133. In speaking
of Philo, he writes: ", . . He was at no pains to conceal his contempt
and distrust of the unfriendly Egyptians .... In one passage he
speaks of the Egyptians as an evil seed, whose souls represent a
mixture of the venom of asps and the bad temper of their crocodiles."
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•The ancient Jewish ancestors were Ethiopians
and/or Egyptians.
• Hebrew-Israelite population (since the days of
the Exodus) had a sizeable minority of Blacks
during a long period of their history.
My mind was changed according to the perspec¬
tive from which I viewed reality; and it was changed
from acceptance of a Hamite view that excludes Blacks/
Negroes from the Biblical World to a Hamite view that
regards Blacks/Negroes as having been either the
founders of ancient civilizations in the Near and Middle
East or as sizeable and recognizable elements within
the populations. White scholars, generally, have ignored
that presence for several reasons: ignorance, intentional
elimination through definitions, refusal to acknowledge
Blacks/Negroes because Negroes were invisible as they
have been, for example, in American religious and secu¬
lar history.
V. Black/Negro Presence in the Bible
A. Genesis and Extra-Biblical Literature
Having thus established a Black/Negro presence
in the Biblical World, I was finally able to deal with
that same presence in the Bible itself in lectures and
seminars. At first, only characters considered to be
historical were included, beginning with the Hebrew
patriarchs. Later, after learning that a majority ofAmeri¬
cans believe God to exist in human form, to be white,
and to resemble God as portrayed by Michaelangelo in
the Sistine Chapel, I added peoples and personalities
who appear in the first eleven chapters of Genesis. And,
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noting that far more about Blacks in the Bible exists in
extra-Biblical literature than in the Bible itself, I gave
my lectures the title “Black Peoples and Personalities
in and from the Bible.”
B. Cushite in David’s Army
Unfortunately, the Cushite in David's army (2
Samuel 18), is not treated as a Negro, one of the Philis¬
tine warriors from Crete who composed David's spe¬
cial troops, but as slave and a despised messenger.84
Henry Preserved Smith, in his The Books of Samuel
published in 1899, holds a similar view. One can for¬
give Mr. Smith’s ignorance, if not his racism, because,
at the time of his writing. Sir Arthur Evans had not
uncovered and publicized the great Cretan civilization.
It is distressing recently to receive a publisher’s cata¬
log in which H. P. Smith's book is still offered for sale,
as if it were first published in 1993! I wept upon read¬
ing the note on 2 Samuel 18:19-33 in the Oxford Anno¬
tated Bible, Revised Standard Version, which is as in¬
accurate if not as racist as Smith’s comment. Discov¬
ering that the same note is in the New Revised Stan¬
dard Version, unchanged after a generation, I sobbed
uncontrollably. Note that the annotated Bibles refer to
the authority of the eyewitness account in 2 Samuel
as Ahimzza or some other person, but never the
Cushite. Now, I would nominate him as the eye wit¬
ness, who, even if he had been a slave, most likely was
able to read and write as well as any other of the eye¬
witnesses might have been.
84Smith, Books of Samuel 359.
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C. Ebed-Melech, Cushites in Amos
and Isaiah, Zephaniah
Ebed-Melech, the rescuer of Jeremiah from the
cistern, changes identity from a slave to a dignified
official of State, serving in the Court of the king of
Judah. Ethiopians and Cushites had served in a simi¬
lar capacity since the days when Black kings from Af¬
rica came to the aid of King Hezekiah. The Cushites
referred to in the books ofAmos and Isaiah are no longer
treated as barbarous, despised because of their black
color; little known because of their distant homeland,
as is the case, with so many commentaries (current as
well as those a hundred years ago when authors had
more excuse for their ignorance of Cushite history).
They are now considered as saviors of Judah as well
as of Egypt at critical periods in their histories.85
85For such negative views, see, among others: George B. Caird,
"The First and Second Books of Samuel," vol. 2, in The Interpreter's
Bible, ed. George Arthur Buttrick (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1952),
1141-1142; S. R. Driver, The Books ojJoel and Amos (Cambridge,
[England]: Cambridge University Press, 1898), 219: Driver, The
Minor Prophets (New York: H. Frowde, Oxford University Press,
1904), 172: James Luther Mays, Amos: A Commentary (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1969), 157: Cf. Jacob M. Meyers, "Hosea, Joel,
Amos, Obadiah, Jonah," in The Layman's Bible Commentary, vol.
14, ed. Balmer H. Kelly (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1959), 147,
who writes: "The Ethiopians, the traditional slave nation." See also
Smith, Books ofSamuel: John Merlin Powis Smith, "A Commentary
on the Books of Amos. Hosea and Micah," The Bible for Home and
School Series (New York: Macmillan Company, 1914), 65; J. M.
Ward, "Cushi," The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, ed. George
Arthur Buttrick (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962).
For views of a positive nature see: Richard S. Cripps, A Critical
and Exegetical Commentary on the Book ofAmos (London: Society
for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1929); Driver, Isaiah: His Life
and Times (London: James Nisbet Company, 1888), 91-92; Hughell
E. W. Fosbroke, "The Book of Amos," in The Interpreter's Bible, vol.
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Zephaniah the prophet, instead of being identi¬
fied at best as the son of a “negro" temple slave, ac¬
cording to Aage Bentzen and his followers,86 or as the
son of a Black African mother and a white Jadahite
father, according to Gene Rice of Howard University
Divinity School,87 is viewed most probably as a native
Black Judahite related by blood to none other than
King Hezekiah.
D. Moses and His Family
Even though my modifications in the preceding
instances are radical, they cannot compare with the
changes made regarding Moses and his family. Origi¬
nally, my concept of Moses was based upon resources
such as Rudolf Kittel’s Great Men and Movements in
Israel,88 Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver’s Images ofMoses
wherein Moses is presented “as of a six-foot frame, with
6, ed. George Arthur Buttrick (Nashville: Abingdon Cokesbuiy Press,
1962), 848; George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Book of Isaiah, 1-39 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark,
1912), 306-318: John Edgar McFadyen. The Book of the Prophecies
ofIsaiah, The Bible for Home and School Series, Shailor Matthews,
General Editor (New York: Macmillan Company, 1910), 130-133;
Sayce, "Second Interim Report on the Excavations at Meroe in
Ethiopia, Part II, The Historical Results," Annals of Archaeology
and Anthropology (1912): 53-65; J. Skinner, The Book of the Prophet
Isaiah, chaps 1-39 (Cambridge, [England]: The University Press,
1897), 138-143: Hans Walter Wolff. Joel and Amos: A Commentary
on the Books of the Prophets Joel and Amos (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1977).
86Bentzen, Introduction, 153.
87Gene Rice, "The African Roots of the Prophet Zephaniah,"
Journal of Religious Thought, 36 (Spring-Summer, 1979): 21-31.
88Rudolf Kittel, Great Men and Movements in Israel, trans.
Charlotte A. Enoch and C. D. Wright (New York: Macmillan
Company, 1929).
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blue eyes and blond hair,”89 Fleming James’ Personali¬
ties of the Old Testament,90 Michaelangelo's statue of a
gigantic Moses with horns, and, occasionally, as de¬
picted by Cecil B. DeMille’s movie, “The Ten Command¬
ments.”
Consider, however, that:
• the Biblical report indicates Moses being born in
Egypt and was therefore an African;
• he bore an Egyptian name and was educated in
Egypt as an upperclass Egyptian nobleman, with
all the wisdom of the Egyptians;91
• he was identified as an Egyptian by Jethro’s
daughters92 which he did not deny, as Rabbi Sil¬
ver recognized and admitted;93
• he was a Hebrew (the term refers not to an ethic
or racial group but to a social class);94 and
• he was a member of a tribe of Levi which was
most likely a priestly tribe of Egyptian “Hebrew”
89Daniel Jeremy Silver. Images of Moses (New York: Basic
Books, Inc., 1982), 13.
“James, Personalities Old Testament, 38.
9'Acts 7:22.
92Exodus 2:19.
93See Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, trans. from
the German manuscript by Henrietta Szold. vol. II: From Joseph to
the Exodus (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society ofAmerica.
1909-1938), 292-293.
94For the reference of the term "Hebrew" to a social class cf.,
e.g., Ronald E. Clements, Exodus, The Cambridge Bible
Commentary (Cambridge, [England]: University Press 1972), 14;
John H. Hayes and J. Maxwell Miller, ed. Israelite and Judean
History (Philadelphia: Westminster Press. 1977) 249-250; Eugene
H. Merrill. Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1987), 101-102.
I
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provenance, not an historical Israelite tribe.95
Concerning Moses’ wife, the following views are
inaccurate:
• a Negro slave girl, a member of the “mixed mul¬
titude";96
• an African Cushite princess, wife of Moses,97
whose marriage was not consummated because
Israelites did not cohabitate with the children of
Ham;98
• a “white” Cushite Midianite.99
Rather, I describe her as a Negro woman—even
as does Fleming James,100 based on the fact that
Blacks/Negroes were inhabitants of Cush whether in
Africa or Asia.
With respect to other members of Moses' fam¬
ily, I note that all or most of them have Egyptian/Nubian
95As demonstrated by the meaning of Phinehas, the name of
Aaron's grandson. Moses' family was of Egyptian-Nubian origin. It
is highly likely that the tribe of Levi was of Egyptian priestly origin.
A valuable contribution to the subject is: Aelred Cody, A History of
Old Testament Priesthood, Analecta Biblica: Investigationes
Scientficae in Res Biblicas 35 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute.
1969).
96So D. S. Margoliouth, "Ethiopian Woman," in A Dictionary of
the Bible, vol. 1, ed. James Hastings (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1898).
97Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, II. X, 2, trans.
William Whiston in The Works of Flavius Josephus (Hartford, CO:
S. S. Scranton Co., 1905).
98See Ginzberg, "Legends," 287-288 ". . . he went not unto
Aboniah, nor did he turn his eyes toward her . . . nor ally thyself by
marriage with any of the children of Ham . . ."
"This is the most common assumption: it regards all
Midianites as "white" Caucasians.
100James, Personalities, 38.
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names, even as does Moses,101 and that this family,
composed of Levites only, bears such names. I exclude
the possibility that they were Israelites with
Egyptianized names.102 The family itself, as Albright
vigorously asserted, contained a Nubian element.103 His
assertion was based upon the meaning of the name
Phinehas which, borne by a grandson of Aaron, has
for more than one hundred fifty years been related to
the Egyptian term Pa-nehsi and translated as Nubian/
Negro.104
And, to be sure, I emphasize the Black/Negro
identity of the family, and trace it through the Bible.
So not only do we have a Black hero as in the case of
Aaron’s grandson, praised in Pentateuch and Apocry¬
pha, but scoundrels such as Hopni and Phineas, sons
of Eli.105 In the end Moses is still upheld, if not as the
author of the entire Torah, then of parts of it, and of
the Bible.106
V. Conclusion
The analysis presented in this work was devel¬
oped between 1970-1974, utilizing available resources.
I01lt is generally recognized that the names Moses, Aaron,
Hophni, Phinehas, Merari, Putiel, etc, are Egyptian-Nubian.
102Cf. Cody, History Priesthood. 39-41.
103William Foxwell Albright, From the Stone Age to Christianity:
Monotheism and the Historical Process (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
Press, 1946), 193-194; Albright, Yahweh and the Gods ofCanaan:
A Historical Analysis of Two Contrasting Faiths (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday & Company, 1968), 165.
104Numerous recent Bible commentaries, dictionaries,
encyclopedias, histories, etc., conservative and otherwise, give this
translation.
105Cf. 1 Samuel 2:12, 34.
106This view, of course, regards Jesus of Nazareth as the one
greater than Moses. Cf. Acts 3:22-25.
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During the intervening years, continued reading con¬
firms my conclusions. Consequently, the two questions
raised in the Introduction of this paper can now be
answered positively:
1) Blacks/Negroes were, without question, par¬
ticipants in the development of civilization in
the ancient world.
2) Blacks/Negroes not only appear in the Bible,
they are present among many of the outstand¬
ing individual personalities in the Biblical
text. Moreover, they are the authors of much
of the content of the Old Testament.
With reference to the “momentous change” from
the Eurocentric to the Black Perspective, mentioned in
the Introduction, I can now exclaim:
My heart is fixed!
My mind is made up!
I am now Black-
More objective and universal in my views
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Unification of Israel:
A Challenge to Africans and
African Americans
I. Introduction
Historical and archaeological data attest that Af¬
rican civilization in antiquity had reached great heights
of development. This is in sharp contrast to what it is
today. No simple explanation is adequate to explain
how great civilizations like those of Zimbabwe and Kush
fell. Unlike ancient Near Eastern civilizations, not many
written records or artifacts are available to reveal deci¬
sively the hidden past and identity of the people who
dwelt in these places. According to the Encyclopedia
Britannica, the Great Zimbabwe, which means "Stone
Dwelling," is a large area of stone buildings covering
60 acres of land. It is the largest of many similar ruins
scattered in Zimbabwe and Mozambique. It dates from
c. 800 C. E. although the site had been occupied be¬
fore that. In the eleventh to the fifteenth century it was
the center of trade, exchanging goods with countries
such as China at the shores of the Indian Ocean. The
Zimbabwe bird carved in soapstone and some copper
coins have been excavated at the ruins. What is re¬
markable of the building skills is that the entire com¬
plex is still intact yet built withoutmortar.1
As excavations have revealed, Meroe, the capital
of ancient Cush, located on the east bank of the Nile,
*Temba L. J. Mafico is professor of Biblical Studies and
Languages (Old Testament), Interdenominational Theological
Center, Atlanta, Georgia.
1 Encyclopedia Britannica, 1987 ed., s. v. "Zimbabwe."
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flourished in what is now Sudan. It was the adminis¬
trative center of Cush beginning about 750 B.C.E. It
was a wide and prosperous city, with streets and build¬
ings revealing a very populous metropolis with an ad¬
vanced state of industrial and artistic development. In¬
scriptions in hieroglyphics (for royal and religious
records) and demotic or linear (for general records) show
some connections with Egypt. That it was not an Egyp¬
tian language is attested by the fact that the grammar
and language spoken at Meroe are still not fully deci¬
phered. Some scholars associate the language with that
spoken in Nubia or Southern Sudan.2
The question still remains: was this a high civili¬
zation created by Black Africans, or was it a culture
produced by outside influences? This question has com¬
pelled African and African-American scholars to focus
their attention on trying to reconstruct Africa's histori¬
cal past. While some of their findings have remained
inconclusive and controversial, some appreciable foun¬
dation for the restoration of Black antiquity has been
laid.3
While the foregoing is taking place, some white
scholars, consciously or unconsciously, are following
the racial tradition of slave owners. They have attrib¬
uted the decline of African civilization (which is con¬
comitant with Africa's general low status among the
nations of the world) to a divine curse applied on their
progenitors due to sin.4 The curse made them not only
black, but also perpetual servants of the other races.
2Encyclopedia Britannica, 1987 ed., s. v. "Meroe."
3See the article by Charles B. Copher, "The Blacks in the Old
Testament," in Stony the Road We Trod: African American Biblical
Interpretation, ed. Cain H. Felder (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press,1991), 147-164.
4Ibid., 147-149.
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At any rate, the issue confronting Africans and African
Americans today is no longer how the other races re¬
gard them. Rather, it is with the low self-esteem that
Blacks continue to view themselves. This low self-es¬
teem is concomitant with the craving by some, if not
most, to be like the other races, particularly those of
Caucasian origin. Inspired by megalomaniac delusions,
some Blacks believe that they have become white by
virtue of interracial marriages.
In this article I intend to discuss three issues.
First, I will demonstrate the significant way the Israel¬
ites used the dynamics of the name to achieve unity
among the many Semitic tribes. Then I will turn to the
Africans of antiquity to illustrate how they too attached
great importance to the names they gave their chil¬
dren. I will conclude by suggesting how modern Afri¬
cans and African Americans might emulate the Israel¬
ites and Africans by adopting names which promote
the stability of the family and community, generate
ethnic identity, and inspire personal self-esteem.
II. The Unifying Influence of the Divine
Names in Ancient Israel
The Israelites adopted names which aided in their
emergence from a despicable status of slavery in Egypt,
to that of a nation replete with dignity and self-esteem.
It is solely by their own self-upliftment that they be¬
came respected by other nations. Contrary to their
characterization as Jacob’s progeny, the twelve Hebrew
tribes were diverse in their ethnic origins, were diver¬
gent in their political aspirations and were different in
their religious heritage.5 They had a history of inter-
r,Martin Noth. The History of Israel (New York: Harper & Row.
1958), 72.
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mittent bellicosity with each other, sometimes over turf
and water for their livestock (cf. Genesis 13:7-12). There
are instances when some tribes failed to send help to
their fellow tribes. Normally, however, several tribes
would unite to do battle with an adversary. In Judges
5:16-23, the tribes of Reuben, Gilead, Asher, and Meroz
were condemned for failing to join a tribal coalition led
by Deborah against Jabin, the king of the Canaanites
(Judges 5:14-15a; 1 Samuel 10:26-27, 11:6-7; cf. Gen¬
esis 14:13-16).
The Israelites were forced by political expedience
to adopt names which helped them to forge a tight tribal
confederation. The two key names which they employed
as a banner of unity for the twelve tribes of Israel are
Yahweh (TJohim) and Yisra’el. The imperative for mov¬
ing toward a tighter tribal confederation was to counter
the powerful military threat posed by the Philistines, a
formidable enemy equipped with horses, chariots, and
iron weapons. Unlike the Canaanite city states which
the Israelites could defeat individually, the Philistines
were united behind the command of their king. The
story of David and Goliath is told vividly to illustrate
the precariousness of the Israelite military state com¬
pared to that of the Philistines. The Israelites, like David
the young shepherd boy, were armed simply with a
catapult, were facing the Philistines who, like Goliath,
the strong giant, were heavily armed with fierce iron
spears, and protected by heavy iron shields (1 Samuel
17:24-47).6 It is the relentless menace and invincibility
That we may be dealing with an allegory here is implicit in
the legendary nature of the story. The question of who killed Goliath
is very polemical because three sources do not agree. 1 Sam. 17:1-
18:5 attributes the feat to the^shepherd boy David. 2 Sam. 21:19,
on the other hand, mentions^Elhanan as being Goliath's slayer. In
1 Chron. 20:5, the conflicting sources were harmonized by crediting
Elhanan with the slaying of Lahmu, the brother of Goliath.
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of the Philistines which compelled the Israelite tribes
to strive for greater unity under the monarchy.7 To forge
this unity, the religio-political elite devised a strategy.
They utilized the dynamics of names.
The search for a common name was concomitant
with the search for a national deity. A name for the
national deity was necessitated by the fact that the
Israelites, before the introduction of the monarchy,
appear to have been polytheistic. They believed in the
yeldhe ha'abot, "the gods of the(ir) ancestors." Their loy¬
alty to these deities was so firmly entrenched that even
the dramatic introduction of Yahwism by Moses failed
to dislodge them from their fixed religio-traditional
mooring. The Israelites accepted Yahweh only when the
yelohim of their ancestors were coalesced with Yahweh.
Two texts confirm this point. In Joshua 24, Joshua
related what Yahweh had done to liberate the Israel¬
ites from Egyptian bondage. He convinced them to
abandon the gods which their fathers worshipped be¬
yond the Euphrates, in Egypt and the gods of
Canaanites (Joshua 24:15). He said nothing to them
about abandoning the 'elohe hadbot, "the gods of the
progenitors." In response to Joshua, who vowed to serve
Yahweh, the Israelites responded that they too would
serve Yahweh simply because he was their elohfm,
"gods." In 1 Kings 18:36-40 Elijah called to Yahweh,
the^elohim of Abraham, (the ieldhim) of Isaac, and (the
5elohim) of Jacob. When the people of Israel saw what
7The introduction of the monarchy is problematic due to a
conflict of sources. See John Bright, A History of Israel 3d ed.
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press. 1981), 189-190. for a discussion
and suggestions for a solution. At any rate, a demand for a king
signalled that the tribes of Israel were moving beyond a
confederation based on language, ethnic and cultural identity to a
more concrete national solidarity (1 Sam. 8:4-5).
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Yahweh had done to the sacrifice, they responded:
yahweh hit ha'elohim, 'Yahweh is indeed the gods." I
find this to be the most cogent evidence that the Isra¬
elites were basically polytheistic albeit they worshipped
Yahweh as the god who was the coalescence of their
gods.
The divine name Yahweh TJohim was, therefore,
a compromise appellation which the Israelite religious
leaders devised in order to facilitate the adoption of
Yahweh by all the tribes. The identification of Yahweh
with the individual >elohe ha'abot was, therefore, a
means of uniting all the ethnic groups of Israel. Prior
to this point, the tribes were divided by their ethnic
origin and by their belief in their respective 1'elohe ha-
'abot. Cross, following A. Alt, points out that "The gods
of the fathers were paidogogoi to the god Yahweh who
later took their place."8 In this way, Yahweh and the
>elohim became synonymous because they were, thence¬
forth, referring to the same god(s) in a collective sense.
In so doing, it did not make any difference whether the
Israelites worshipped Yahweh or revered their patron
deities because Yahweh and the 'elohe ha'dbot had been
fused. The syncretistic religion which resulted from this
fusion is, according to my analysis, monotheistic poly¬
theism. It was a monotheism in that the Israelites be¬
lieved in Yahweh. It was a polytheism in that the Isra¬
elite tribes remained anchored in the gods of their pro¬
genitors. Each tribe appears to have continued to ven¬
erate its patron deity or deities.
The process by which Yahweh was identified with
the gods of the ancestors is more discernible in the
call of Moses at Mount Sinai. An analysis of Exodus
8Frank M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays
in the History of the Religion of Israel (Cambridge: Harvard
University, 1973), 6.
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3:13-15 reveals the intricate process by which Yahweh
and the elohim were merged.
13. hinneh ba’el-bene yisra'el we^amarti lahem
3elohe abotekent selaham alekem, we‘>ameru-li mah
Semo mah ’omar ’alehem. 14. wayyomer ''elohim
’elmoseh, 'ehyeh'aser'ehyeh. wayyoYner koh to’mar
libne yisra^el, ’ehyeh Selaham 'alekem. 15.
wayyomer'od'elohim,’el-moseh, koh-tornar'el-ben^
yisraYel, yhwh ’el5h& 'abotekem3elohe hbraham,
’elohe yishaq weldhe ya(dqdb selaham hlekem, zeh-
serrn le'olam wezeh zikri ledor ddr.
13. Suppose I go to the children of Israel and I say
to them, The Gods of Your Fathers has sent me to
you, and they say, what is his name, what shall I
say to them?'" 14. And 'Elofum said to Moses, "I am
who I am." And he said, "Thus you will say to the
children of Israel,3Ehyeh has sent me to you." 15.
And *Elohim said again to Moses, "Thus you will
say to the children of Israel, "Yahweh. the gods of
your progenitors, the gods ofAbraham, the gods of
Isaac and the gods ofJacob, has sent me to you,
and this is my name forever and this is the way I
should be remembered to every generation.
In v. 13, Yahweh was coalesced with the indi¬
vidual patron deities of the tribes of Israel resulting in
one God known by the epithet yelohe ha abot.10 Yahweh,
italics identify the various names of God.
10Originally the ’elohe ha’abot, referred to in v. 13, were
individual deities who were known by specific individual names.
Abraham’s patron deity was magen 3abraham, "The Shield of
Abraham" (Gen. 15:1). Isaac, on the other hand, venerated pahad
yi$haq, "The Fear (Kinsman?) of Isaac" (Gen. 31:42,53). Jacob's
patron deity was ’abir ycf-aqob, "The Bull of Jacob" (Gen. 49:24: Ps.
132:2, 5; Isa 49:26, 60:16). In the quest for unity, these deities
were later referred to as the ’elohe hd’abdt and were identified with
Yahweh resulting in the compound name, Yahweh Elohim or
Yahweh’elohe yisra’el.
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the new deity who was being introduced by Moses, is
purported to be the same divinity worshipped by the
progenitors as 3elohe ha'abot. This argument is cor¬
roborated by the fact that the verb slh and the noun
serno11 are in the singular because the name phrase,
elohe ha'abot, was, in this case, used as a divine com¬
pound name of the unifying deity, Yahweh.
There is another interesting clue to the interpre¬
tation of God's name. It is found in Yahweh's explana¬
tion to Moses that speaking with him was 'ehyeh'aser
5ehyeh (I am who I am) (v. 14). This entire phrase, 'ehyeh
'aser <ehyeh, is given as Yahweh's epithet. Like all the
other long divine epithets of Yahweh, 'ehyeh'aser'ehyeh
could be shortened simply to 3ehyeh. This is exactly
what Yahweh told Moses: 'ehyeh selaham alekem,
"Ehyeh has sent me to you."12 This example provides
the strongest hint on how the compound name Yahweh
Elohim should be interpreted.
It appears to me that, originally, the compound
name Yahweh Elohim emanated from yahweh 3elohe
ha'abot. This long name was later shortened to either
Yahweh, Elohim, or to a simpler compound, Yahweh
Elohim. In v. 15, the name Yahweh was prefixed to the
divine epithet’elohe haabot, resulting in a longer com¬
pound divine name, yhwh 'elohe i'dbotekem 3elohe
'abraham,'elohe yi$haq we'lohe ya'aqob.13 It is this de¬
ity who was sending Moses to speak to Pharaoh. The
entire long phrase was to be regarded as Yahweh's name
"The Hebrew term is sem, "name," which here has the
masculine suffix, third person singular.
12There is no question that the author of this passage used
paranomasia here, playing on the divine name Yahweh and the
verb hayah.
13"Yahweh, the gods of Abraham, the gods of Isaac and the
gods of Jacob."
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because Yahweh even stressed that zeh-serm le'olam,
"this is to be my name forever," wezeh zikri ledor dbr
"and this is the way I should be remembered to every
generation" (Exod 3:15). What was to be remembered
was that Yahweh was the yelohe haJabot worshipped
from the time of Abraham.
The interchange between Yahweh and Elohim is
not surprising. It is common in the Old Testament, as
it was and still is in Africa, for long names to be short¬
ened by simply using one of the compound elements.
This means the 'elohe haabot was shortened toTTohim.
When this epithet was used together with Yahweh, the
result was that either Yahweh, the proper name of God,
or elohim, the generic construct noun in the compound
title yelohe ha’abot, could be used to refer to God.14 The
fact that the Israelite tribes venerated tribal patron
deities also explains why the Israelites would ask Moses
the question mah semo, "What is his name?" The ques¬
tion was apt because the Israelites wanted to identify
which of the yelohb haabot had sent him.15
The Priestly account identifies Yahweh with the
*<elohttn in a similar method, albeit using different names
for the deity of the progenitors. P's starting point is
that Yahweh originally was worshipped by Israel’s an¬
cestors as’El sadday. This is made clear in Exodus
14Cross in Canaanite Myth, 89, alludes to the same idea in
his comment on the complex development of Israel’s cultic themes.
In the pre-Yahwistic phase of the religion of the patriarchs, Cross
discerned both historical and mythic features. He noticed the cult
of the Divine Kinsman, the cult of the Canaanite Til, the Divine
Patriarch, and several others.
15Raymond Abba, "The Divine Name Yahweh," Journal of
Biblical Literature 80 (1961): 323, who argues that the interrogative
pronoun mah refers to quality and not to the name as such.
Normally, he added, the interrogative relating to names would be
mi, as in Judg. 13:17.
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6:1-2:
wayyedabber^lohfmH-mbseh wayyomer’elaw'am
yahweh. waera el-abraham el-yishaq weel-ya^aqob
be'el sadday userm yhwh lo'noda^i lahem.
And Elohim spoke to Moses and said to him, 'I am
Yahweh. I appeared to Abraham, Isaac and to
Jacob as El Shaddai, but by my name Yahweh I
did not make myself known to them.'
The Priestly divergent explanation of how the
^elohe ha'abot came to be called Yahweh is not surpris¬
ing. By the period during which the Priestly School was
writing, Yahweh was already known as '"elohe ha'abot.
In other words, the usage of the epithet Elohim with
reference to God had become common practice. Thus
P simply usesTJohim, the shortened form of Yahweh's
epithet,5elohe ha'abot. Retrojecting a post-exilic mono¬
theistic religion to the patriarchs, P discloses that for¬
merly the same 'elohe ha'abot or simply,’Elohtm, was
known as El Shaddai. By finding a formula which would
provide the 3elohe ha'abot with a collective or unifying
appellation, Israel's religion became a vehicle for forg¬
ing strong unity among the tribes.
Consistent with the introduction of Yahweh was
the tribal adoption of the unifying name, Israel. The
tribes adopted the name of Jacob as their confederate
name. Just as Jacob had usurped his brother's birth¬
right, the Israelites aspired to replace the Canaanites
in the land of Canaan. At all events, to further consoli¬
date their unity, they adopted a common creed which
each Israelite was required to recite at the annual
thanksgiving harvest ceremony held at a central sanc¬
tuary. G. von Rad isolated Deuteronomy 26:5b-9 as
the earliest credo which identified Jacob as the unify-
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ing patriarch for all the tribes.16 An examination of
this test shows that it was very carefully crafted to unite
the individual with the past community and also with
the present and future community.
A wandering Aramean was my father; and he went
down into Egypt and sojourned there, few in num¬
ber; and there he became a nation, great, mighty,
and populous. 6. And the Egyptians treated us
harshly, and afflicted us, and laid upon us hard
bondage. 7. Then we cried to Yahweh the God of
oarfathers, and Yahweh heard our voice, and saw
our affliction, our toil, and our oppression; 8. and
Yahweh brought us out of Egypt with a mighty
hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror,
with signs and wonders; 9. and he brought us into
this land flowing with milk and honey. 10. And
behold, now I bring the first of the fruit of the
ground, which thou, O Yahweh, has given me.
There are several aspects of this creed which are
very significant. The reciter begins by telling his own
personal story which was based on the ordeals of his
unifying patriarch, Jacob. Every individual in Israel
adopted Jacob's history which was characterized by
struggles, perseverance, and determination, factors
which made him become the most admired and model
patriarch. Recapitulation of Jacob's story was greatly
encouraged because it was analogous to every person's
vicissitudes in life.
By reciting this creed, an individual was com¬
pelled to view self as part of a larger community com¬
prising the ancestors and the living. It is for this rea¬
son that the reciter quickly assumed a corporate per-
16Gerhard von Rad, The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other
Essays (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966). 1-4.
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sonality. One saw self as a member of the historical
community. Thus, in v. 5b, the worshiper begins by
telling a personal story: "A wandering Aramean was
My father . . but quickly in v.6, the reciter sees self
as a member of the larger community: "The Egyptians
treated us harshly . . By this creed, the Israelite lead¬
ership intended to influence the Israelite worshipers
to realize that they, as a people, had a common heri¬
tage, a common history, and a common destiny. In
concluding the creed, however, each reciter again re¬
verts to one’s respective individuality although remain¬
ing a member of the close knit community of the living
and the dead. The creed, accordingly, concludes with
the words: "Now I present the first of the fruit of the
ground which thou, O Yahweh, has given me." It is
after traversing one's own personal history that one
would be able to find a place in the histories of others
and be able to blend well with other members of the
community. It is when one identifies self firmly with
one's community that God would accept the gift pre¬
sented at the divine altar.17 The form of this creed is
reminiscent of the African concept of the individual in
the community of the living and the living dead. It is
summed up in the African affirmation: "I am because
we are, and because we are, therefore I am."
Another significant aspect of the creed is the use
of the unifying name, Yahweh. In v. 7, the reciter says
that the Israelites cried to yahweh 'elohe Kabot,
"Yahweh, the gods of our forebears," using here
Yahweh's longer and comprehensive appellation. But
subsequently, the reciter used the abbreviated name,
17Cf. Jesus’ statement about giving alms after reconciliation
(Matt. 5:23).
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Yahweh, in w. 8 and 10. That Yahweh was an element
of a longer name, yahweh’eloh£ ha'abot, is evidenced
by its regular usage in combination with*elohe hcidbot
or’Elohim, the shortened form oPelohe ha’abot. When¬
ever the Israelites were warned to discard the other
gods, they were entreated to worship "Yahweh, the
god(s) of the forebears." The link between God of the
present and the gods of the past was to be maintained
to facilitate Israel's acceptance of Yahweh.
Now that the Israelites had adopted Yahweh 'elohe
hcCabot as the unifying appellation of their God, and
Jacob/Israel as their unifying patriarch, they then
sought to establish one central shrine to which they
collectively would make an annual pilgrimage.18 It is
for this reason that Jerusalem, a neutral city which
formerly belonged to the Jebussites, was seized and
made the capital city of the united Israel. The twelve
tribes were now truly united under one monarchy. They
were answering to one name, Israel. They now had one
deity, Yahweh, whom they worshipped in one central
sanctuary, Jerusalem. It is clear that this unity was
achieved by the Israelites' ability to utilize the dynam¬
ics of the names Israel, Yahweh and Eldhtm, the short¬
ened name of the epithet’elohe ha'abot.19 It is inter¬
esting to realize that Africans, like the Israelites, used
i8The Josianic reforms which contributed toward the
centralizaiton of worship in Jerusalem were introduced to
consolidate unity among the tribes of Israel. The condemnation of
Jeroboam for making and placing two bulls, one at Bethel and
another at Dan. was not so much because he reintroduced
syncretism, but because he had undergirded the schism between
the North and the South by religious means. Once the Israelites
reverted to ancient patron deities, it would be very difficult to reunite
them by any other means.
l9elohe haabot being a shortened form of the long nameelohe
^abrahcim.',elohe yi$bciq we’lohe yalaqob.
62 The Journal of the I.T.C.
names longer and shorter in form to achieve similar
goals.
III. The Name in Traditional Africa
The name played a significant role to Africans. It
helped to stabilize the family, clan, and also strength¬
ened tribal ties.20 Africans believed that a name could
shape a person's character and future behavior. It dis¬
tinguished a person from other people and underscored
their uniqueness. It acted as a benediction, a wish, a
motto and a blessing to the bearer. The calling of a
name reactivated its potency continuously to influence
a person's character and reformulate one's personal¬
ity.
A name also served as a historical record of an
episode or event which had happened in the past or
was transpiring at the time of the child's birth. The
event could be a natural phenomenon such as famine,
an epidemic, or it could be war, some achievement,
failure or death.21 Several children born in the year of
the arrival of the white people in the land of Zimbabwe
were given names such as Mangiza.22 Those who were
displaced by war or colonialism, and were always on
the move in search of work, land or food, were given
names such as Mbuwayesango, "the provision for the
20The past tense is used because Africans are fast abandoning
their customs and adopting western culture. Traditional Africans,
i.e., those who resist change and continue to maintain their
traditional heritage of ancient times, on the other hand, are still
attaching great significance to their traditional names.
21An example would be Naomi in Ruth 1:20-21 who changed
her name to Mara*: "bitter," after the deaths of her husband and
two sons.
22This is a Ndau name which means, "the English (people)."
The Ndaus are a tribal component of the Shona people of Zimbabwe.
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way." Similarly, if a person felt a transformation or a
rebirth of personality, either by attending school or by
conversion to Christianity, he/she adopted a new name
to commemorate that special event. It is for these rea¬
sons that many Africans bear two names: the tradi¬
tional African birth name and the school or baptismal
name.23
Most of the African names were sentence names
either in the imperative or in the affirmative mood.24 If
the family was experiencing a predicament which was
testing their faith in God, or was depleting their hope
for the future, they would give a baby born at that time
of emotional crisis a name which either acknowledged
the crisis, or constantly encouraged them to keep up
hope. An example of such a name is Bekitemba, "Place
hope, faith, or trust (in God)." This name is normally
shortened by using only the suffix. Temba, meaning
"Hope," "Trust," "Faith," or by using only the prefix,
Beki, which means "Put" or "Place" (your hope or faith
in God).
Names were also inherited to act as living memo¬
rials of deceased relatives. Death, to Africans, sepa¬
rated people only from their physical communion: it
did not prevent the spiritual presence of the deceased
among the living.25 The baby inheriting the name of
23Jesus renamed his disciples when they agreed to follow him.
In Matthew 16:18. Jesus gave Simon another name, Peter (Gk.
Petros, "rock") and promised that "upon this rock [Gk. petra], he
would build the church."
24The Israelites used similar names, for example. YismsPel is
a sentence name meaning "Yahweh hears" or "Let Yahweh hear;"
Yehosapat means "Yahweh judges" or "Let Yahweh judge." Dan. on
the other hand, is in the imperative mood and should be rendered,
"Judge (O God") as in Dankl.
25John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy (New York:
Doubleday, 1969). 32-34.
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the deceased person would be regarded as the reincar¬
nation of the dead relative. This child would be treated
with respect because he/she was the physiognomy of
the deceased person by the process of pars pro toto.26
The respect accorded to the child influenced his sta¬
bility, integrity and leadership development. A child
would ultimately grasp the family's expectations of him
as he constantly hears of the good things or valorous
deeds of his namesake. This was one of the methods
by which Africans developed leadership in the children.
They realized that leaders are made, not born.
Because of its importance, a name was given at a
naming ceremony attended by relatives and friends (cf.
Ruth 3:17). No person gave him/herself a name. A name
given without a ritual ceremony would miss one very
important ingredient: the blessings of the elders and
of the ancestral spirits.27 The ancestors acted as the
guardians of the person from childhood to death. They
also protected the people for as long as they observed
the accepted customs and norms of the community.
While different names could not reveal blood con-
26Henri Frankfort. Before Philosophy: The Intellectual Adventure
ofAncient Man (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1946), 12. See
also T. J. Mafico. "The Ancient View of the Universe," Journal of
Theologyfor Southern Africa 54 (March 1986): 6. This is the concept
whereby an aspect of a person, e.g.. hair, finger nails, blood, shadow,
or clothing, would take on the actual physiognomy of its owner. It
is not regarded as representing the owner, but it becomes the actual
owner. By destroying it, one destroys the actual person who owns
the elements. This explains why the people of the ancient Near
East always craved for an heir. An heir would perpertuate the life
of the parent by the concept of pars pro toto.
27Jomo Kenyatta, Facing Mount Kenya: The Tribal Life of the
Gikuyu (New York: Random House, 1965). 144-145. reveals that
these same blessings were bestowed upon the child at the rite of
circumcision, a very elaborate ceremony.
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nections, African clans identified with animals which
were regarded as their totems. There are those who
belong to the zebra, elephant, cow, etc. They always
use the name of the animal to which the clan belongs
as their second or third name. For example, Temba
Mafico is in actual fact, Temba Mhlanga or Temba
Mafico is the father’s name and Mhlanga, meaning ze¬
bra, was the clan’s unifying name. All the people who
belong to the zebra (Mhlanga or Dube) would regard
themselves as related. The older generation would re¬
gard the younger ones as their children and the younger
would respect the older as their parents. People of the
same totem would not marry lest they commit incest.
A person could marry from the baboon, cow, buffalo,
or lion clans. Should accidents happen, whereby people
fell in love before they noticed that they were related
by belonging to the same totem, both family parties
would meet and by a ritual ceremony of breaking the
ties, they annulled the totem connection.28 Now that
Africans are using surnames rather than totems, it has
become hard to realize totem relationships instantly.
However, following the normal greeting, Africans usu¬
ally ask: "Who are you? What is your totem? Who is
your father or mother? And so on." By the time the
long greeting process is completed, names will have
revealed close or remote relationships among people
who had originally met as strangers.
The names, therefore, tied members of the fam¬
ily, clan, and tribe together. These connections helped
2HThe actual breaking of the relationship was very simple.
The boy and the girl were instructed to hold each end of a piece of
grass and pull until it snapped. Ritually this annulled the totem
relationship. The children born by them would be healthy and
normal: otherwise, they would be retarded.
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create close community ties. For example, the whole
family felt blessed if one of their members achieved
success, status, or honor. In conversations, a person
of low social status would feel honored when asked,
"Are you the brother of so and so, the doctor?" If no
one asks, he would find a way of raising his status by
pointing out that he was related to the prominent so
and so. Since no person lived outside the community
in Africa, the relatives felt honored by a fellow member's
success story. By the same token, people were nor¬
mally thanked, not by their family names, but by their
totems. This was done to honor, not only the individual,
but also the whole clan and family which nurtured the
individual.
The name also acted as a means of social con¬
trol. A person avoided bringing shame on the family
name, clan, or tribe. If Vuso Tengende Muyambo did
something wrong far away from home, and out of the
reach of relatives, people would be able to retrace and
locate his relatives by the totem and relate to them the
unbecoming behavior of their kinsman. This news
would bring shame on the name of the entire family.29
IV. The Implication of the Name for Blacks
The problem in modern Africa is that Blacks are
now more divided than ever before. Divisive factors are
educational achievements, economic advancements,
and religion, i.e., whether one is Christian or African
Traditional. In America Blacks were (and, in a way still
29Cf. 2 Sam 13:1-2, 10-14, Amnon's rape of his half-sister,
Tamar. This wanton act brought shame on the name of Israel. Prov.
22:1 states: "A good name is rather to be chosen than great riches
. . ." and in Eccl. 7:1 is written, "A good name is better than precious
ointment ..."
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are) divided by an element of color (those who are light
looking down on those who are black), and ethnic ori¬
gin, i.e., whether one is continental African or African
American. Then, of course, education and economic
factors also compound the divisive factors. Can Blacks,
in general, be united under a name? Efforts to achieve
this goal are being made in Africa. African leaders have
been seeking national and continental unity by the for¬
mation of the Organization for African Unity.30 To re¬
mind African nations that they have a common des¬
tiny, many African nations share the same African an¬
them which reads:
Lord bless Africa,
let its name be respected
Listen to our prayers
Lord, bless us, we, its children
Come Spirit, the Holy Spirit
And bless us, we, its family.
The difficulty of uniting Africans, and Blacks in
general, may be attributed to the fact that Black unity
is being built on a name whose history, meaning, and
significance are not fully articulated and appreciated
by the people. Blacks need a statement on the signifi¬
cance of the name African or African American. With¬
out a clear meaning and significance, a name on its
own cannot foster Black identity, inspire pride, and
promote national unity. A name which will foster Black
unity is a name which is corroborated with a rich and
glorious history. A unifying name must be like a motto
to which individuals will aspire, and must sound like a
30For that reason Zimbabwe changed what, in colonial
Rhodesia, was Cecil Square to Africa Unity Square and this is right
in the heart of Harare.
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benediction which inspires hope for Blacks in the face
of all forms of adversity.
The Africans also need a center of pilgrimage. The
Israelites made Jerusalem their center of annual pil¬
grimage and praise to Yahweh. The Moslems have
Mecca. Many African nations have ancient national
shrines. Could one of these be so modelled as to be¬
come the center for continental unity? African Ameri¬
cans could, for instance, develop the Martin Luther
King Center into a center of pilgrimage for all Blacks,
irrespective of national origin.
Like the Israelites, Blacks need to develop a creed
which connects them with the continental Africans.
Blacks (especially of African origin) should proudly af¬
firm one Africa, one identity and one God, the god of
the forebears. It is when this is done that Africans and
African Americans will become a united people with a
common purpose and destiny. It is at this point that
Africans and African Americans will share with each
other stories of their past at church, in homes, at tea
parties, and at postprandial gatherings. It is at this
point that Blacks will be able to synchronize their the¬
ologies to develop a common Black theological stance.
It is becoming more and more apparent that west¬
ern white theology is not satisfying Black aspiration.
Africans and Europeans have major differences in their
cosmological perspectives and conceptions. For ex¬
ample, western theologians spend an undue amount
of time abstractly arguing on who God is. Africans know
that God is inscrutable and unfathomable. Therefore,
they regard efforts to identify and to define the nature
of God as engaging in an exercise of gross futility. For
that reason, Africans' search for metaphysical reality
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begins with and ends with God. For life to have mean¬
ing, Africans affirm God, whatever image of God one
may portray.
That Blacks are seriously searching for identity
is poignantly clear. Some identify with Jews even though
no Jew has ever desired to be African or to be a mem¬
ber of any other race, for that matter. Some Blacks are
embracing Islam, but no Arabs, even among those in
Egypt (Africa), have ever considered changing their
religio-culture to any aspect that is traditional African.
Some are identifying with whites to acquire honorary
white status as upgraded Blacks, but white Americans
have distanced themselves even from African Ameri¬
cans who are the result of interracial marriages with
whites.
V. Conclusion
This discussion should help African Americans
and continental Africans realize that they share a com¬
mon history and traditional heritage. They must
struggle together for the restoration of their Black heri¬
tage and dignity. Until Africa regains its past glory,
dignity, and religio-cultural influence, Blacks all over
the world will lack dignity and self esteem. They will be
regarded as paupers, as people who are mentally defi¬
cient, and materially indigent. People who are not proud
of their historical past are like a wandering spirit with¬
out a home.
The tragedy of the slave trade so parallels that of
the sale of Joseph to Egypt that I perorate this dis¬
course with its moral lessons. It is a fact that African
Americans, barring other complicated circumstances
surrounding this issue, were sold by their kinsfolk to
70 The Journal of the I.T.C.
America. While this might have been done for evil, God
appears to be changing it for good, to promote the im¬
age of Africa. I envisage a time when African-American
engineers, doctors, computer experts, scientists, church
specialists, educators, and a host of others, will go to
Africa to help develop the continent of their origin. I
can dream of a time when Africa's rich mineral depos¬
its such as gold, silver, diamonds, and nickel will be
refined in Africa by Africans and sold at cost to Europe
and the Americas. I can envision seeing Africa, in turn,
bargaining at the World Bank from a position of eco¬
nomic strength. I can foresee a time when Africans will
no longer be on the receiving end of mandates from
the International Monetary Fund to devalue their cur¬
rencies to facilitate the purchase of their raw materials
by the Westerners. Why should Africa still depend solely
on white Europeans, white Americans and Asians, for
the expertise in all areas of development when African
Americans, with a real stake in Africa, can render it?
This is the challenge I pose to African Americans.
Darius L. Swann*
Christian Mission in a
Pluralistic World
I. Introduction: Historical Analysis
A. Basic Mission Assumptions
The Western missionary enterprise, which had
its beginnings in the eighteenth century and came to
full flower in the nineteenth, was driven by two as¬
sumptions which bear an important relationship to
each other: (1) there is no other name under heaven
than that of Jesus Christ whereby women and men
may be saved: and (2) that western culture is Chris¬
tian and superior to the heathen cultures of Asia and
Africa. Bishop Reginald Heber (1783-1826), brilliant
graduate of Oxford, great and prolific hymn-writer, and
missionary to India, penned the words to a hymn which
succinctly sums up the missionary attitude of that time:
From Greenland's icy mountains,
From India's coral strand.
Where Africa's sunny fountains
Roll down their golden sand-
From many an ancient river,
From many a palmy plain,
They call us to deliver
Their land from error's chain.
What though the spicy breezes
Blow soft o'er Ceylon's isle;
Though every prospect pleases,
And only man is vile;
*Darius L. Swann is professor of Missiology and Religions of
the World. Interdenominational Theological Center. Atlanta, Georgia.
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In vain with lavish kindness,
The gifts of God are strown,
The heathen in his blindness,
Bows down to wood and stone\
Shall we whose souls are lighted
With wisdom from on high-
Shall we to men benighted,
The lamp of life deny?
Salvation, oh, salvation!
The joyful sound proclaim,
Till earth's remotest nation
Has learned Messiah's name.
Waft, waft, ye winds, his story,
And you, ye waters roll,
Till like a sea of glory,
It spreads from pole to pole;
Till o'er our ransomed nature
The lamb for sinner slain.
Redeemer, King, Creator,
In bliss returns to reign!1
The role of the Western missionary movement in
the subjugation and subsequent liberation of African
and Asian people is the subject of considerable debate.
Depending upon to whom one listens, the Western
missionary movement has either been the midwife ush¬
ering African and Asian peoples into modernity, or the
handmaid of colonial powers in the economic, military
and cultural subjugation of the nations of Africa, Asia
and Latin America. There is sufficient evidence to build
'David R. Breed, The History and Use of Hymns and Hymn
Tunes (Chicago: FlemingH. Revell Company, 1903), 168-169. Italics
added.
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a strong case for either proposition.
Is it mere coincidence that the poorer, less eco¬
nomically developed areas have traditionally been des¬
ignated "mission fields"? It seems not. Albert Krass has
defined in conventional terms what a mission field is
supposed to be: ”... a mission field is a place where
many people still need to hear the gospel for the first
time . . . and where people follow heathen customs
and worship heathen gods."2
B. Distorted Interpretations
It follows, then, that the conventional understand¬
ing of a missionary is one sent by her/his church to
preach, teach and proselytize in a foreign country, es¬
pecially one considered to be "heathen." According to
the dictionary, "heathen" means anyone not a Jew,
Christian or Muslim, but it also carries the more com¬
mon connotation of someone who is uncivilized and
irreligious.3
From Bishop Heber's hymn, quoted earlier, it is
clear that large segments of Asia were seen as hea¬
then, and, for historical reasons of race, slavery, and
the bad conscience of Westerners, who had instituted
a brutal system of slavery, Africa was pictured as the
epitome of heathenism. In the United States Christian
leaders justified their holding of Africans in slavery
arguing the latter's spiritual degradation, moral turpi¬
tude and inferior status in the hierarchy of being. From
the vantage point of the present, it is easy to see the
2Orlando E. Costas, Christ Outside the Gate (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1982). 71.
3V. E. Okwuosa, In the Name of Christianity (Philadelphia:
Dorrance and Company, 1977), 5.
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shortcomings of this point of view. V. E. Okwuosa, Af¬
rican writer, is right in his observation: "Had mission¬
aries taken time to view the African form of religion
from a more friendly perspective, they would have dis¬
covered a common ground for cooperation."4 He reports
that on a certain occasion in Nigeria persons newly
converted to Christianity were prompted by mission¬
aries to attack and destroy the shrine and image of
Oluwaiye, the village god. After removing the image and
all the paraphernalia associated with sacrifice to it,
they put these things in a pile, poured kerosene over
them and burned them to ashes. When this news
spread among the populace, there was a great sensa¬
tion of outrage.5
Methodist Bishop Ralph E. Dodge agrees with
Okwuosa's point: "Many Christians think that they are
in Africa to impose their western culture without first
finding out what good the people already have."6 "When
European Missionaries first went to tropical Africa,"
he writes, "it was assumed that Black Africans had no
religion, no complex, satisfying views of the world, of
human destiny and of supernatural powers." But we
have now come to see that "some of the dynamics which
have helped to shape African appropriations of Chris¬
tianity stem from the roles played by religion in pre-
Christian African societies."7
It was probably too much to expect that nine¬
teenth-century missionaries would be able to discern
4Ibid., 16.
5Ibid.
6Ralph E. Dodge, The Unpopular Missionary (Westwood, NJ:
Fleming H. Revell Company, 1964), 52.
7Richard Gray, Black Christians and White Missionaries (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 2.
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the insights which African traditional religion might
have into the nature of god, human nature and hu¬
man community. They went with a supreme confi-
dence-indeed one might say arrogance-because as
Heber's hymn says
Shall we, whose souls are lighted
With wisdom from on high-
Shall we to men benighted
The lamp of life deny?8
That confidence was born not only of religious
certainty but the rolling tide of Western imperialism,
science and technology undergirded by the postulates
of liberalism-progress, liberty and individualism. The
missionary movement became the pathfinder for colo¬
nial domination and the legitimizer of the liberal capi¬
talist enterprise system by virtue of the emphases which
were built into the mission program.9
David Livingstone, though appointed as a mis¬
sionary to southern Africa and married to a daughter
of the famed Moffat missionary family, devoted himself
to exploring the interior ofAfrica, because "[he] believed
thoroughly in the civilizing influence of commerce. His
explorations were made that many others might easily
follow with commerce and Christianity."10 So, while
combatting the activities ofArab slave traders, he made
an important contribution to the exploration and open¬
ing of Africa to Western exploitation.11
Albert Schweitzer laid aside two earned doctor
8Breed, History and Use of Hymns, 168-169.
9Costas, Christ Outside the Gate, 63-69.
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ates, one in philosophy, another in music, to study for
a doctorate in medicine and to minister to Africans in
the jungles of that part of Equatorial Africa that was
then under French control. Notwithstanding his ex¬
traordinary dedication, Schweitzer never learned to
speak an African language, and his attitude toward
Africans is summed up in the following quotation from
his writing: "The Negro is a child, and with children
nothing can be done without the use of authority . . .
With regard to Negroes, then, I have coined the for¬
mula: I am your brother, it is true, but your elder
brother."12
C. Positive Mission Values
In spite of the condescending attitude of Western
missionaries, it cannot be denied that the work of the
missions produced very tangible benefits for the coun¬
tries in Africa and Asia in which they were located.
Wherever one goes in Africa, the presence of mission
stations with churches, schools and hospitals testify
to the first major contribution of missionaries. In China,
prior to the communist revolution, the thirteen Chris¬
tian colleges and numerous middle and primary schools
provided evidence of the Christian mission investment
in that country. In India, until recently, the Christian
educational institutions-medical schools, colleges, and
high schools-were the ones to which admission was
most avidly sought.
A second major contribution of Christian mis¬
sion to Africa and other continents was in the area of
communications. As missionaries strove to proclaim
the gospel, they found barriers to the accomplishment
12Ibid.
Christian Mission 77
of that mandate in the lack of written languages. Un¬
doubtedly one of the greatest achievements of Western
Christian missionaries was to reduce languages to writ¬
ten form. This involved linguistic analysis, invention
of symbols for representing complex oral distinctions
(e.g., pitch, intonation, prefixes, suffixes, tenses, etc.).
They compiled dictionaries, prepared grammars and
produced translations of the Bible and other Christian
literature in these newly devised written forms.13
However laudable, and on the surface-liberating-
such developments were, they also played into a cul¬
tural imperialism which, in the long run, had a nega¬
tive impact on the psyche of native peoples.
. . . cultural imperialism is the most subtle, and if
it were ever to succeed by itself alone, the most
successful of imperialistic policies. It aims not at
the conquest of territory or at the control of eco¬
nomic life, but at the conquest and control of the
minds of men [and women] as an instrument for
changing the power relations between two na¬
tions. 14
The transmission via translation of large bodies
of Westernized Christian literature into the languages
of Africa, Asia, (and other places) often gave an uncon¬
scious bent to the idea of the "superiority" of Western
ideas and values. This was reinforced by westernized
educational methods and materials. Thus the good
work done in education, linguistics and publication was
1 *Okwuosa, In the Name of Christianity, 26. Lamin Sanneh.
Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1989) offers a useful discussion of
the wider theological and cultural implications of the translation
work done by missionaries in Africa.
"Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle
for Power and Peace (New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 1967), 57.
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somewhat vitiated by its subtle support of cultural
imperialism. The mission enterprise became an instru¬
ment for legitimizing Western hegemony over colonial
peoples.
In 1986 I attended an International Christian
conference in Nanjing, China. It was a strange confer¬
ence: there was a sprinkling of Asians, one African and
a half dozen or so African Americans. The rest of the
hundred or so delegates were Caucasians from Europe,
Canada, Australia and the United States. One after¬
noon we visited the Nanjing Theological Seminary. As
we strolled through the Seminary's library and saw its
pitifully small collection, one after another visitor be¬
gan to approach Bishop Ting, the President of the Semi¬
nary and the head of the church in China, with offers
to send books. With great politeness but with firmness,
he asked them not to send books. "We want to build
our collection slowly and carefully," he said. Reading
the subtext underlying his polite response, I under¬
stood that he wanted to avoid the cultural imperialism
which had had such a deculturizing effect upon the
Chinese church in the days before the revolution.
When we returned to Nanjing about ten days later,
I requested and was accorded a meeting with Bishop
Ting for our group of nine African-American Christians.
We took that opportunity to express appreciation for
the Three-Self Movement (self-support, self-government
and self-propagation) which the Chinese church had
adopted. We also expressed our concern that with the
opening of relations with outside churches, the church
in China would, through the seduction of resources,
lose what it had accomplished through great suffer-
ing-an image of a truly Chinese Christian church, not
a westernized appendage. Bishop Ting was apprecia-
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tive of our views and wrote a mutual friend that it
pleased him that we saw the Three-Self Movement as
being important not only to China but to the world
community of Christians.
This leads me to discuss a third area of mission
impact: the resolution of the tension between the gos¬
pel and the non-Christian cultures in which it is propa¬
gated. In the eighteenth and nineteenth century mis¬
sionaries aggressively challenged ideas, beliefs and
practices which they thought belonged to the darkness
of heathenism and stood in the way of ushering those
mission lands into the enlightened era which they saw
as Christian but which we have come to perceive as
essentially Western. A large share of the blame for the
decultralization of national Christians must be laid at
the door of missionaries who saw in the destruction or
undermining of the native culture the precondition for
the establishment of Christianity. For example,
Alexander Duff, the great Scottish pioneer in higher
education in India, sought to "lay a mine to the citadel
of Hinduism by introducing western science, English
literature, and Western democratic ideals into the cur¬
riculum of Christian schools."15
This is not an idea which passed away with the
pioneer missionaries. During my own term of service
in India, one of my fellow missionaries expressed his
understanding of our task in similar words: "I am here
to bring down the structure of Hinduism," he said.
In Africa this removal of traditional practices ex¬
tended to the use of indigenous herbalists, polygamy,
dancing, drumming and African names. "How," asks
15J. R. Candran, "The Church In and Against Its Cultural
Environment," International Missionary Review 12 (1952): 260.
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Okwuosa, "can an African name like Ifeanyichukwii,
literally meaning 'God is omnipotent' be rejected by a
Christian priest as a baptismal name in favor of such
names as George, Alexander, or Napoleon?"16
In India Dr. Ralla Ram, the great twentieth-cen¬
tury leader of the church in North India, delighted in
telling the story of the Christian couple who brought
their child to be baptized as Sita Ram. The minister
refused, since this was the name of a Hindu deity, and
sent them into the sacristy to decide on another name.
When they returned and gave the name Joseph Stalin,
the rite was performed without hesitation.
Because of the tension between the gospel and
culture and the frequent confusion of Western culture
with the gospel the missionary enterprise sometimes
hindered national churches from finding their own au¬
thentic identity.
When Mrs. Swann and I visited Taiwan in the
mid-nineteen sixties, we were taken into the moun¬
tains to fellowship with the indigenous people of the
hill tribes. They had had, prior to their becoming Chris¬
tians, a tradition of group dancing, but when mission¬
aries came they were taught that these things belonged
to the heathenism from which they had now escaped;
and they were persuaded to put away this art. The
young native pastor who was then working among them
was encouraging them, however, to restore the native
dancing to its place in the life of the community. And
because we were interested in drama and the perform¬
ing arts they went to their trunks, took out their dance
costumes, donned them, and danced for and with us.
It is clear that there can be no advancement in the use
16Okwuosa, 7.
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of indigenous modes and arts by the church where
Christians see in their prior destruction the Christian
society.
II. Nature of Mission Today
This brings us to the knotty problem of the na¬
ture of our mission today. We have come into a new
time. The present situation-thanks be to God-does not
permit the assumption of the superiority of Western
culture and civilization. Since World War I, there has
been a declining confidence on the part of western
peoples themselves in their culture and civilization. This
decline in confidence and power accelerated after World
War II. The stalemated war in Korea marked a slippage
in military dominance and defeat in Vietnam confirmed
the trend. Since World War II, newly independent na¬
tions in Asia and Africa have taken their places at the
negotiating table, profoundly modifying the political and
cultural equation. The development of several strong
Asian economies has changed the economic equation
as well. Africa and Asian cultures are today impinging
on Western societies.17
A. Pluralistic Society
Given the situation in the world today, we have
to acknowledge that we live in a pluralistic society. Both
Christians and non-Christians of Asia and Africa have
increasingly questioned the attitude of superiority
which was inherent in the traditional missionary mes¬
sage. Dr. Radhakrishnan, India's most distinguished
contemporary philosopher, draws attention to the ab-
l7See "Mantras, Mudras and Mandalas: Asian Challenges to
American Values" in this volume.
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sence of such attitudes in Hinduism. He writes: "Hin¬
duism is wholly free from the strange obsession of the
Semitic faiths that the acceptance of a particular reli¬
gious metaphysics is necessary for salvation, and non-
acceptance thereof is a heinous sin meriting eternal
punishment in hell. 18
Within the ecumenical Christian family, Kosuke
Koyama, Japanese missionary theologian, is equally
direct:
[I confess] that I do not see much future for Chris¬
tianity. . . . my reason is rather simple. It is be¬
cause Christianity has become so self-righteous
that I do not see much future for it. It wants to
teach. It does not want to learn. It is arrogant. It is
suffering from 'teacher complex.’ God, I thank thee
that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust,
adulterers, or even like this tax collector . . .There
is not much future in this type of religion.19
Christianity, he reminds us, like every other religion
stands under the judgement of Christ.
'Christ-like going' is not one-way traffic. It is in¬
tensely two-ways. And in this two-way traffic situ¬
ation with his people, he [Jesus] gave up his right
of way! I understand that 'to be human' means to
live in two-way traffic and 'to be divine' means to
give up one's right-of-way for the sake of the other
in this two-way traffic.20
1HRhadhakrishnan, The Hindu View of Life (London: George
Allen and Unwin, 1926), 37.
19Kosuke Koyama, "Christianity Suffers from 'Teacher
Complex,"' in Mission Trends No. 2: Evangelization, ed. Gerald H.




Perhaps here we need to define pluralism and
what it means. Lesslie Newbigin has, I think, made the
correct connection. He writes:
Pluralism is conceived to be a proper characteris¬
tic of a secular society, a society in which there is
no officially approved pattern of belief or conduct.
It is therefore also conceived to be a free society, a
society not controlled by accepted dogma but char¬
acterized rather by the critical spirit which is ready
to subject all dogmas to critical (and even skepti¬
cal) examination.21
There is a dilemma for Christians in this, for if
we grant validity to other religious points of view, how
can we continue to say that there is no other name
under heaven whereby we may be saved? Of course,
A.T. Robinson contends that this passage, Acts 4:12,
should never be quoted in the debate on comparative
religion-that the context of the passage is healing, the
word translated "saved" is the same word translated
"cured" a few verses earlier.22
This verse (and others such as Matt. 12:22-30,
Mark 3:22-27, Luke 11:14-23) notwithstanding, many
in the church have maintained an absolutist or
exclusivist position which at its severest would declare
that the gods of other faiths are not gods. A middle
inclusivist position has emerged granting some light
to other faiths but maintaining a position that it is
through Christ that that light comes. The pluralist po¬
sition maintains both the otherness and the validity of
other faith professions.
2'Lesslie Newbigin. The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1989), 1.
22John A. T. Robinson, Truth is Two-Eyed (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1979), 105-106.
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This creates a theoretical dilemma for us which
Langdon Gilkey clearly sketches: "... the inescapable
drive toward ecumenical community, toward respect
for and recognition of the other as other, and of the
religious validity and power he or she embodies has
pushed us toward a relativity that seems to defy intel¬
lectual resolution."23
The dilemma of those who would do mission is
about the message we bring to these who embrace other
faiths. If in our acceptance of pluralism we acknowl¬
edge the validity of the faith of others and a respect for
their traditions, what then is the message?
C. Positive Value of Pluralism
In spite of the dilemma, in many ways we are
moving toward an acceptance of the view that plural¬
ism is a positive value. Within our churches and also
in secular life we accept the notion that diversity of
race, culture and traditions is a strength, not a handi¬
cap. Those of us who accept the notion of
contextualization have already granted the point that
there is not an absolute point from which we appre¬
hend truth, that each of us comes with a bias, a condi¬
tioning arising out of our own set of circumstances.
Thus there is pluralism even within our own Christian
tradition. The significance of a pluralistic world is the
recognition that there are real alternatives to whatever
we may proclaim. One of the problems for Christians,
especially Western Christians, is that in the past we
2:iLangdon Gilkey. "Plurality and Its Theological Implications"
in The Myth ofChristian Uniqueness: Toward a Pluralistic Theology
of Religions, ed. John Hicks and Paul F. Knitter (Maryknoll. NY:
Orbis Books. 1987), 46.
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have been unwilling to acknowledge that there is any
other way that is viable or possible. Even now we
struggle to find a way to acknowledge the new situa¬
tion in the world and our sense of being adrift if we do
not hold to the traditional absolutist formulations.
Andrew D. McRae, responding to Marian Bohen's pa¬
per read at the Association ofTheological Schools meet¬
ing in 1990, says:
While I strongly support the desire to accept the
sincerity and the heritage of those with other reli¬
gious systems, I can find no way of accommodat¬
ing their value-systems as equal to the Christian
view, if the cost of such accommodation is the
abandonment of the uniqueness of the gospel, and
of Christ. Many moral ideas we share with others,
but the Incarnation of Truth in Christ is non-ne-
gotiable.24
Two things about this statement suggest to me
paths that we ought not to take. The use of the term
"non-negotiable" is unfortunate and casts the dialogue
with other faiths in terms of a struggle. It is a power
term and power is not the category that is useful. Sec¬
ondly, he denies these systems' equality with the Chris¬
tian view. The structures of Christianity and the church
are culture- and time-bound. We ought not haggle over
them. Christian structures and systems are as vul¬
nerable to human failings as any other system. The
goal of mission is not to promote structures or sys¬
tems but the kingdom of God. We shall be on sounder
ground if we can lift up the person of Jesus Christ, for
in Christ is the kingdom made present among us.
In my own struggle I have benefitted by contact,
2'Andrew D. McRae. "Response to the Future of Mission in a
Pluralistic World." Theological Education 27 (Autumn 1990): 45.
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friendship and dialogue with those of other faiths. It
has helped to reduce distortion and clarify my own faith.
Several writers, addressing the problem of dialogue,
have helped me to begin to see certain things which
were not at first apparent. First, John A. T. Robinson
has helped to make clear how inter-religious dialogue
works. Persons in dialogue speak from their center,
but the difference between centers and edges is im¬
portant. Robinson says:
Each of us, if we are in any way integrated, has a
centre from which our lives are lived, and our
'world' is what is enclosed within the circumfer¬
ence of that circle. Yet often we are more conscious
of the edges than the centers, corresponding to
the bounds of an animal's territory which it stakes
all to defend. The edges may be hard, while the
centers are relatively unformed. The effect of dia¬
logue is to bring to consciousness, and therefore
to strengthen our centers-so that where we stand
will often in the process become closer and firmer.
But we do that by being prepared to soften our
edges, to open up the frontiers and let down our
defense.25
In other words, we need to be vulnerable.
Secondly, Langdon Gilkey, Donald Schriver, and
Marian Bohen have also helped. If we cast the dialogue
in the realm of discussion of principles, to those un¬
willing to accept a neutered relativism, the dilemma
seems unresolvable. But what seems on the level of
intellectual argument unresolvable, may indeed be re¬
solvable in practice. "The puzzle that to reflection may
represent a hopeless contradiction, said John Dewey,
2!5Robinson, Truth is Two-Eyed, 4.
Christian Mission 87
can through intelligent practice be faithfully entered into
and successfully resolved." Practice forces us to exer¬
cise our options.26
Shriver writes, "We listen most intently to those
whose words emerge from their lives, especially lives
made vulnerable to suffering and death in the service
of God and neighbor."27
Marian Bohen, a Maryknoll Sister, with three
other nuns, went to live in a low-income Muslim neigh¬
borhood (kampung) of indigenous Betawi people in
Jokarta, Indonesia. "Our mission was to be a peaceful
presence, living as neighbors within the cultural con¬
text of the kampung, and not be divisive seekers of
converts."28 She found this experience to be a positive
good, one which sharpened her own sense of herself
and raised her consciousness of the goodness and
beauty of those different in many ways yet sharing with
her a basic humanity.29
Thirdly, Langdon Gilkey has outlined a position
which he calls relative absoluteness made up of one
part absolute and two parts relativity, a dialectic. He
says:
There seems to appear here as a requirement of
authentic being a relationship, on the one hand,
to some stable and assumed, and in that sense,
absolute standpoint, a participation in it, and com¬
mitment to it. But on the other hand (and here is
26Gilkey, Myth of Christian Uniqueness, 46.
27Donald W. Shriver Jr., "Response to the Future of Mission
in a Pluralistic World," Theological Education 27 (Autumn 1990):
51.
2sMarian Bohen, "The Future of Mission in a Pluralistic World,"
Theological Education T7 (Autum 1990): 36.
29Ibid., 37.
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where the polar side of the dialectic appears), in
order to avoid repeating in ourselves the same
oppressive religious absolutism we confront, there
must at the same time be a deep apprehension
and recognition of the relativity of our standpoint.30
We encounter others as God-created beings, those
whom God loves and we evidence a sense of humility
and respect in the presence of those of other faiths,
recognizing the work of the Holy Spirit in all ages and
all cultures.
Finally, Bohen in her address sums up in lan¬
guage that is poetry her vision of the Christian mis¬
sion as she has come to understand it:
We are all of us a mystery of light-in-darkness and
darkness shot through with light. We will walk the
road of mission, go out to others in humility, in
humanity, bearing the light of our Christian faith
within the clouded and smeared lamps of religious
and cultural structures which often impede the
light from shining clearly. We will sit down with
those of other faiths, with those of no faith, to learn
from them, realizing that their lights are also en¬
cased in holders encrusted with age, and burning
in alien oil.31
As a Christian, I am captivated by the music of
the gospel, by the wonder of God's love, revealed
in Jesus whom we call Christ. I spend my life
straining to hear the music, sometimes deaf to it,
sometimes not getting myself in syncopation, not
getting it quite right. If people ask me why I am
dancing, and want to join the dance, I’ll do my
best to help them hear the music, then let them
30Gilkey, 46-47.
31Bohen, "Future of Mission," 41.
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go, so they can create their own new dancing to
the captivating music. But I hear other songs,
played by strange instruments, and see people
dancing in a different way. How can I tell they're
all mixed up, and wrong? I sit and watch, and lis¬
ten, and try to catch the sense and harmony in
their dance and praise them for it.32
III. Conclusion
I close with a personal story. Some years ago when
I was doing field research for my doctoral dissertation
in North India, I did much traveling, staying in cities,
small towns and villages, spending more time with Hin¬
dus than I had ever spent during the ten years I served
as a missionary. One of the places I had to visit a num¬
ber of times was the small city of Hathras, about ninety
miles south of New Delhi. I went there to interview
people who worked at a printer that published scripts
of one of the dramatic forms I was investigating and
whose company was famous. After my second visit, my
principal contact said to me, "The next time you come,
you are not to go to the hotel; you must come and stay
with us." It did not strike me until later that I would be
staying in the home of a Hindu family, where I would
need to observe their customs. I was particularly con¬
cerned about eating, for interdining between persons
of different castes is one of two primary prohibitions
which orthodox Hindus observe. (Intermarriage is the
other.)
When meal time came on the first day, my host¬
ess, with silent signals to her husband, served my tray
and seated me at a small table. She then served her
32Bohen, 42-43.





husband, and he sat cross-legged on the floor about
ten feet away. Knowing that there would be a violation
of their ritual purity if they had to wash my dishes,
when I had finished my food, I got up from the table,
went to the spigot in the corner of the room, washed
my plate and utensils, using the ashes placed there for
scrubbing them. There was an almost audible gasp from
my hostess and host. They had not expected me to do
this, but my gesture had an interesting effect on our
relationship. On my next visit, when the meal was
served, the wife asked her husband in Hindi, under
her breath, "Where are you going to eat?" He replied,
"Right here," indicating the table at which I was sit¬
ting. I washed my dishes as had become my custom.
On the next visit, however, when I rose to wash my
dishes, my hostess stopped me. "No," she said, "I will
wash them." Something significant had occurred. The
principles of religious purity had been superseded.
Without discussion, what had become important to
both of us was our friendship and common humanity.
1
Darius L. Swann*
Mantras, Mudras and Mandalas: Asian
Challenges To American Values
Oh. East is East, and West is West,
and never the twain shall meet.
Till Earth and Sky stand presently
at God's great Judgment Seat;
But there is neither East nor West,
Border nor Breed, nor Birth,
When two strong men stand face to face,
though they come from the ends of the earth!1
I. Introduction
Some of us are apt to recall more easily the first
lines of Kipling's poem than the last two. For that im¬
perious Englishman assumes a place of privilege for
the West, and the presupposed meeting of East and
West occurs within the framework of values established
by Western civilization.
As a matter of fact, East and West are meeting,
increasingly, and the imperial How of the West east¬
ward, beginning in the fifteenth century, has been
steadily reversed in the twentieth. To an ever greater
extent East is meeting West on Western soil. The man¬
tras, mudras and mandalas to which I refer in my title
are the outward signs of the Western fascination with
Eastern symbols. Since Americans are predisposed to-
*Darius L. Swann is professor of Missiology and Religions of
the World. Interdenominational Theological Center. Atlanta. Georgia.
'Rudyard Kipling. "The Ballad of East and West," in The Oxford
Dictionary of Quotations, ed. Alice Mary Smyth (London: Oxford
University Press, 1955), 294.
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ward novelty, we might discount these as fads which
like other new things will pass away. They are them¬
selves, however, only symbolic signposts of a more sig¬
nificant development. I shall not, therefore, spend a
lot of time discussing them, but I should at least say
something about what they mean and how they come
to stand in the title of this paper.
A. Eastern Symbols: Mantra, Mudra, Mandala
In the great Hindu tradition a mantra is a sound,
with or without intelligible meaning, whose very utter¬
ance has the power to produce good or ill effects upon
the utterer or the hearer. The sound sets up vibrations
which have a benevolent or malevolent effect on the
object. (So "good vibrations" or "bad vibes" have be¬
come a part of our language.) There is a mantra for
every important occasion in the life of a Hindu person
-conception, birth, naming, first eating of solid food,
initiation, marriage. There are other mantras of more
general use, like those which Krsna worshippers chant
at airports and on the streets of urban metropolitan
areas. "Hare Krsna, Hare Krsna, Krsna, Krsna Hare;
Hare Ram, Hare Ram, Ram, Ram Hare!" The repetition
of the very name of the deity insures a gracious effect
upon the believer.
The mudra is a physical symbol, expressed with
the hands. It is used both in ritual sacrifice as the priest
makes offerings to the gods, and it has found its way
into the language of the classical dances of India. It is
a highly complex sign language of hand configurations
and gestures evoking specific meanings and a whole
penumbra of associations.
The mandala is a geometric pattern used in eso-
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teric branches of Buddhism and Hinduism. The dia¬
gram is in the shape of a circle-for that is what the
word mandala means-and through the complex ar¬
rangement of symbols and signs within its borders can
be read the mysteries of life and the universe.
All of these outward symbols of Eastern meta¬
physics can be observed in urban centers of the United
States where many new groups and communities have
gathered in the practices of Eastern cultic rites. For
some, they appeal to the sense of the novel. Indeed for
a while it was quite trendy to take on Eastern garb,
burn incense, and sprinkle our conversation with Asian
terms like karma, nirvana, etc. Indian gurus and other
wise men from the East found in the nineteen sixties
and the seventies ready disciples among alienated
youth, novelty seekers and bored celebrities of Ameri¬
can society. There was Guru Maharajji, the teenage
messiah, who attracted, among others, a member of
the Chicago Seven. Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, of the be¬
atific smile, won many to his Transcendental Medita¬
tion movement and counted among his disciples at one
time the Beatles and Mia Farrow. From Japan came a
Buddhist sect, Nicheren Shoshu, aggressively promot¬
ing the benefits of chanting "Namu Myoho Renge Kyo"
("Hail to the Lotus Sutra of the Marvelous Law.")
So these three signs or symbols, mantras,
mudras, and mandalas, are important because they
symbolize ways of relating to reality which offer a di¬
rect challenge or an alternative to the spirit and thrust
of highly technological Western society. All of the move¬
ments mentioned above may be characterized as ex¬
tra-logical, extra-rational means of experiencing and
conveying truth and reality. They provide a means of
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direct perception which short-circuits rationality and
offers immediacy of experience. While their appeal may
seem to be only to those who seek the novel and the
trendy, their appearance and persistence point to a
phenomenon of some importance.
B. Significance of These Symbols
It is their significance rather than the signs them¬
selves that I want to address. At a time when the inter¬
est in cults is evidence of a fresh questing on the part
of many people in our society, some emphases and
directions in Asian life and outlook, though less acces¬
sible than the visual and aural trappings of Eastern
cultic practices, offer alternatives or correctives to cer¬
tain values which dominate Western life and shape our
living together. Very simply, I would like to discuss three
things:
1. Stillness as an alternative to activism, as a
mode of life:
2. Human beings as a part of nature rather than
its lords: and
3. Renunciation as an antidote to acquisitiveness.
First of all, let me say that it is not my intention to
assert any of the cliches which usually surround this
subject: namely, that the West is analytical, the East
mystical and intuitive; the West is material, the East
spiritual. These are all partial truths. I do mean to as¬
sert that we are now close enough to the East and close
enough to being a truly plural society that we may con¬
sciously choose to adopt some approaches which are
in one way or another woven into the fabric of certain
Asian societies.
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Let me make one other disclaimer: we cannot
generalize about Asia and Asian values, although the
title of this paper might seem to imply that. Asian cul¬
tures are very distinct and different. I have selected
out of various national and cultural traditions, par¬
ticular ideas and practices which suggest some com¬
mon or similar assessments of human nature, destiny
and relationships.
II. Activism and Stillness
A. The Theatre
In discussing activism and stillness I begin by
using the theatre as an example. Americans are an
active people: there is little in our tradition, with the
exception of the Quaker meetings and Catholic mo-
nasticism, which directs us to quietness and contem¬
plation as a mode of life. The Puritan heritage placed a
premium on work which was certainly necessary in a
frontier society. However, as industrialization, urban¬
ization and technology advanced, work ceased to be
necessary, in the same proportion, to keep us all de¬
cently fed, clothed and housed. Nevertheless, work re¬
mains a sign of respectability, and where real work
becomes less necessary, busyness takes its place. We
are infinitely creative in making work where none ap¬
pears necessary. We measure our worth by our out¬
put, and the value of our output by our income. Noth¬
ing except the paltry figure strikes us as strange when
Happy Loman in Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman
described one of his superior as "fifty-two thousand
dollars coming through the door."2 (Fifty-two thousand
2Arthur Miller. Death ofa Salesman (New York: Viking Press.
1958), 24.
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dollars is not much money today, but it was an im¬
pressive amount in 1949 when Miller first published
the play.)
Our preoccupation with product keeps us striv¬
ing for efficiency-ways to do things more easily, more •
quickly, with less effort. Having accomplished that,
however, we have few satisfying uses for the leisure
that efficiency makes possible.
For our society, activism is a sign of leadership,
ability, and ultimate worth. We do not set much store
by stillness, quietness and contemplation. Vocal and
verbal activity is read as a sign of intelligence and some¬
times wisdom. We are, therefore, awash with the printed
word, books that should not have been written, and
the constant sound of authors huckstering their works
on TV and radio. But back to the theatre. When in
1858 the Edinburgh Review critiqued a new transla¬
tion of Shakuntala, that gem of classical Sanskrit dra¬
matic literature, written by Kalidasa, offered a first re¬
action which is not surprising. He wrote:
His drama is no drama of intense reality, where a
lifetime is condensed into an hour-where the spec¬
tator sits, as a temporary Providence, to watch the
passing characters as they move, each one with
his inmost bosom open, and all the machinery of
his passions laid bare. Rather it is a languid land,
where we wander from dream to dream, and all is
cast in an attitude of still life and repose, as if
labor were not man's portion, and life itself but a
trance.3
We must assume that the critic, like most West¬
ern students of theatre, before and since, accepted
3”The Hindu Drama, A Review of Monier Monier-Williams'
Translation of Sakoontala," The Edinburgh Review 108 (1858): 24.
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Aristotle's dictum that drama is the imitation of an ac¬
tion.4 By accepting that as fact we also accept that the
meaning of life is in that action. Asian cultures, in vari¬
ous ways, keep suggesting that drama is the imitation
of a situation and the contemplation of that situation;
and that the impact and quality of the experience of
contemplating it is the goal or essence of drama. This
of course, points us toward stillness and away from
action.
It has been pointed out more than once that the
distinguishing characteristic of Greek drama is con¬
flict, of Sanskrit drama, peace and stillness.5 To speak
of the imitation of an action and imitation of a situa¬
tion may not appear to be very different things. The
Greek playwrights do indeed often begin from a situa¬
tion, but it is a situation already pregnant with dy¬
namic forces, a situation which is already or latently
imbalanced and, therefore, charged with possibilities
of action and conflict. The situation or circumstances
referred to in the dramaturgy of the Indian theorist,
Bharata, suggests stability and rest. It is not that the
situation cannot change; it can and does, but the con¬
cern of the play is not so much with the process of
change as with the moments of stillness and equilib¬
rium which may be sensed, savored, and reflected upon.
To put it another way, in the alteration between move¬
ment and rest, action and situation, the Indian dra-
4Aristotle, On the Art ofPoetry- trans., corrected and ed. Milton
C. Nahm (New York: Liberal Arts Press, 1948), 8-10.
5See the preface by G.L. Anderson to Kalidasa's. Shakutala
and Other Writings, trans. by Arthur W. Ryder (New York: E.P.
Dutton and Company, 1959). xxvi-xxvii; also Henry W. Wells. The
Classical Drama ofIndia (Bombay: Asian Publishing House, 1963).
48-51; and Balwant Gargi, Theatre in India (New York: Theatre Arts
Books, 1962). 18-19.
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matist gives weight to the moments of rest. It is pre¬
cisely because it is situation and circumstances which
define the life of the play that the Edinburgh reviewer
saw Shakutaia "cast in an attitude of still life and re¬
pose."6
The Greeks, savoring action and conflict, begin
their plays late in the story. On the other hand, the
Indian concentration on situation encourages a loose,
meandering plot in what might be described as epic in
style. The plays often encompass great leaps of time
and space. Shakutaia, in contrast with Sophocles' Oe¬
dipus, the King, begins early in the story. The story
itself is both simple and complex. King Dushyanta, with
his companions, is hunting deer in the forest when
they come upon a hermitage (ashrama). There the King
discovers a beautiful, innocent maiden, Shakutaia, the
foster daughter of the hermit. He falls in love with her
and she with him. Shakutala's foster father being ab¬
sent from the hermitage, they consummate their love
in a sexual union which we would term common law
marriage. That was one of eight recognized forms of
marriage in the India of the period represented. This
form of marriage, usually allowed to warriors and the
lower orders of society, was looked upon with varying
degrees of disfavor by the pious.7 Soon after, the King
receives a message, calling him back to the palace, and
he goes, promising Shakuntala to send for her shortly.
In token of his good faith he gives his signet ring. After
some time, Shakuntala is discovered to be pregnant,
and, near the time of her delivery, her foster father
6"Hindu Drama,” Translation of Sakoontala, 24.
7A.L. Basham, The Wonder That Was India (New York: Grove
Press, 1959). 168.
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sends her to her husband.8 On the way, Shakutala,
preoccupied with her thoughts, fails to give due re¬
spect to a holy man whom they meet. He places a curse
on her, predicting that the one about whom she was
thinking will forget her. Subsequently, unknown to her,
the maiden loses the King's signet ring in a pool of
water as she takes a drink. When she arrives at the
palace, the King, through the agency of the holy man's
curse, does not remember her. Lacking the signet ring
which would have restored the King's memory,
Shakutala is rejected and she leaves in bitter disap¬
pointment. She is carried away into the heavens by
her heavenly goddess-protector. Some days later,
Dushyanta's police haul before him a fisherman who
has been found with the King's signet ring. He declares
that he found it inside a fish. As soon as the King sees
the ring, his memory is restored and he goes to search
for Shakutala. Years later he finds her and her twin
sons in the heavenly realm, and they are reunited and
experience a love that is not mature.9
We witness on the stage the first meeting of
Dushyanta and the heroine Shakuntala, their falling
in love, their love making, and the giving of the prom¬
ise to send for the wife married in an unorthodox but
accepted fashion. One suspects that Sophocles would
have eliminated the first four acts and would begin
with Act V where the King would have been informed
that a strange woman, apparently pregnant, accom¬
panied by hermits and claiming to be his wife, was
standing outside the palace gates. This would indeed
have made for a tighter plot and a more suspenseful
’This would be in accord with Indian custom.
9Kalidasa, 1-94.
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action, but it would have missed the tenderness of the
couple's love-making, the pathos of their leave taking
and would not have allowed us to linger over the senti¬
ment (rasa) of love and be suffused by it.
B. Indian Stillness
The Indian predisposition toward stillness has
found its way into the thought of one of the West's most
celebrated modern poets. T. S. Eliot, who must have
absorbed a good deal of Hindu philosophy during his
days at Harvard, is drawn to this stillness in his earlier
writings. It comes out in unlikely places, such as his
play Murder in the Cathedral of all places, which is
based on the story of King Henry II who appointed Tho¬
mas a'Beekett (1118-1170) archbishop. Thomas proves
to be more obedient to the Church than to his king.
When the Archbishop returns to England to a hostile
king and apprehensive public, after seven years of self-
imposed exile in France, he says of the women of Can¬
terbury who gather to greet him and who feel in their
bones the impending doom:
They know and do not know what it is to act or
suffer.
They know and do not know that acting is suf¬
fering
And suffering is action. Neither does the actor
suffer
Nor patient act.
But both are fixed in an eternal action, and eter¬
nal patience to which all must consent that it
may be willed and which all must suffer that
they may will it,
That the pattern may subsist, for the pattern is
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the action
And the suffering, that the wheel may turn and
still
Be forever still.10
Eliot's "still" point corresponds to several things
in the Hindu tradition. The first of these is yoga. Many
Americans have become initiated into forms of physi¬
cal yoga. The postures and breathing exercises are,
however, only a part of the eightfold stages in the prac¬
tice of yoga. It is worth noting that the first two stages
are moral preparation, consisting of vows of absten¬
tion and positive observances, and precede all the oth¬
ers. The physical activity, yogic postures and breath¬
ing exercises, is part of the process of stopping the
wandering of the mind and the withdrawing of con¬
sciousness from all external objects and focusing it
inward until it comes to one-pointedness, to stillness.
Here all activity, all the restless flickering of the mind
ceases and the self achieves freedom.11 The Bhagauad
Gita says "when one's properly controlled mind becomes
steadfast within the Self alone and when one becomes
free from all desires, then he is said to have accom¬
plished yoga."12The metaphor traditionally used in re¬
spect of the yogi who has succeeded in the practice of
yoga makes the point abundantly clear: "A lamp in a
windless place that flickers not."13
10T. S. Eliot. "Murder in the Cathedral" in Complete Poems
and Plays (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1952). 182.
" Yoga Sutra" in A Sourcebook of Indian Philosophy, ed.
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan and Charles A. Moore (Princeton:
Princeton University Press. 1957), 454-455.
vlBhagavad Gita, 2:53.
' 'Ainslei T. Embree. ed. Sources of Indian Tradition, vol. I,
rev. ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988). 295.
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This stillness, this one-pointedness becomes the
means by which the yogi attains amazing powers over
his own physical being. In everyday life in India, medi¬
tation, sitting in stillness, drawing one's attention from
outward objects and centering one's thoughts within,
are common practices for many people.
C. Hindu Silence
Another part of the Hindu tradition is verbal still¬
ness-silence. The closer one comes to truth and reality
the more silent one grows. Just as physical activity
lapses, so does the verbal. Once when I was visiting
Govardhan, that place where a Lord Krsna is reputed
to have lifted up the mountain to give shelter to the
villagers who were fleeing from the wrath of the god
Indra, I met an old man. He was obviously revered by
the people of the village for they pressed close to touch
his feet. To them, one of the marks of his genuine ho¬
liness was that he had not for two years uttered a word!
Eliot asks: "Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowl¬
edge? Where is the knowledge we have lost in informa¬
tion?"14
It is customary for Indian wise men to retire to
the forest and live in the simplest fashion. Western "wise
men" are forced into endless chatter. They must write,
and having written, appear on talk shows. They not
only write books, they promote them. In India wise men
fall silent, meditate, contemplate. In Shakuntala the
chaste modest girl has been brought up in the forest
hermitage (ashrama), the foster daughter of a holy her¬
mit. The peacefulness, the simplicity and the openness
14T. S. Eliot, "Choruses from the Rock." in Complete Poems
and Plays, 91.
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of ashrama life stands in stark contrasts to King
Dushyanta's palace life, full of intrigue and rivalry. From
reading the play we are left without doubt which life is
superior. In silence and apartness, the inner self is re¬
newed.
D. Chinese "No Action"
But India is not alone in the denial of action as
the expression of the destiny of the human creature.
There is convergence in other major Asian cultures in
placing a premium on stillness. The Taoists in China
also discount the kind of aggressive, purposive action
which we in the West associate with leadership or even
competence. This is expressed in the doctrine of wu-
wel "no action."
These words from the Tao te Ching, the scripture
of Taoism, clearly enunciate this concept:
The weakest things in the world subjugate the
strongest. There are no men who persevere unin¬
terruptedly (in the culture of the Tao). I know from
this that in inaction there is advantage. There are
few in the world who attain to teaching without
words, or to the advantage that results from inac¬
tion.15
The key concept, wu, which literally means non-exist¬
ence, is not nothingness, but pure being which tran¬
scends forms and names, "and precisely because it is
absolute and complete, can accomplish nothing."16
Because many American young people in the sixties
ir,S. E. Frost, ed. Sacred Writings of the World's Great Religions
(New York: MeGraw Hill Book Company, 1972), 84.
"’"William Theodore DeBary, Wing-tsit Chan, and Burton
Watson, comps. Sources of Chinese Tradition, vol. I (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1960), 240.
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responded to the Taoist non-action concept, it was
sometimes characterized as the "drop-out" philosophy.
To consider it so is a misreading of its meaning. To
take no action does not mean folding one's arms and
closing one’s mouth. One is not required to withdraw
and become a hermit. Rather, letting things act by
themselves, they will be content with their own nature
and destiny. Taking no action really means taking no
unnatural, aggressive action, nothing that is not in
harmony with one's true self.
The Taoist "no action" gave a certain quality to
traditional Chinese life. It made for a style of life char¬
acterized by non-competitiveness, a non-assertiveness
that marks the people of China, even today, with a
special grace.
In the Tao Te Ching it is written: "Now there are
three things which I regard as precious, which I grasp
and prize. The first is compassion; the second is fru¬
gality: the third is not venturing to take precedence of
others, modesty."17
When I went to China to teach many years ago, I
found Chinese students not only delightful but dili¬
gent and polite. Teachers were held in special regard. I
still have in my mind's eye the student who would greet
me as I came sailing down the street on my bicycle by
freezing in his tracks and bowing from the waist. Ini¬
tially, though, I was puzzled by students' behavior in
the classroom. "Why doesn't anyone volunteer to an¬
swer when I ask a question in the class? "You see, sir,
no one wants to appear to think that he knows more
than others . . ." That non-assertiveness, that under¬
statement, that modesty has remained to me one of
l7Tao Te Ching, v. 67.
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the most attractive qualities of the Chinese; I must ad¬
mit, however, that it does not always work to one's ad¬
vantage. Anyone who follows athletic teams of any level
will be aware of a phenomenon which has arisen in the
last decade or so. "We’re number one." It is the exact
opposite of the Taoist point of view.
The Taoists place a special emphasis on the
complementariness of nature and this thinking tends
to color all of life. They see the feminine and masculine
principles in nature working together in a harmony
rather than in opposition. Yang is masculine, active,
warm, dry. bright, procreative, positive, the south side
of a hill, The northside of a river, fire.18
Yin is the feminine principle in nature, fertile,
breeding, dark, cold, wet, mysterious, secret, seen in
shadows, quiescent things, the north side of a hill, the
south bank of a river.19
What is significant is that the Taoists seem to
lean to the feminine, for the most prevalent symbol for
the Tao is water. Many times in the Tao Te Ching, the
Tao is compared to water: it is the symbol of all the
seemingly weak yielding things in nature which over¬
come the apparently strong. Water, soft and yielding,
wears away ostensively unyielding stone.20
From this notion of "no action" it follows that the
Taoist would not understand Sir Edmund Hillary, who,
when asked why he went to the trouble of climbing
Mount Everest, replied, "It was there." The Chinese
would rather contemplate than climb the mountain. Li
Po, a Chinese poet of the Tang Dynasty, writes:
lsLaurence G. Thompson, Chinese Religion: An Introduction,
4th ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1989). 165.
l9Ibid.
20Tao Te Ching, w. 20, 79a, 186, 187.
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All the Birds had flown away
One Cloud its aimless circle ran
Unwearied gazing on each other
It and Ching-t'ing Shan.21
That same regard for stillness, inaction colored
Ch an Buddhism which was transmitted to Japan as
Zen Buddhism, and this spirit of Zen permeates much
of Japan's life, including the arts. The Zen masters of
the Soto school taught the practice of zazen, sitting in
meditation; they created gardens not of flowers, but
sand, stones, moss, rocks, and streams, as centers for
meditations; they introduced the ritual of the tea cer¬
emony, and found in every common experience a basis
for meditation. They cut off discursive logic with koans,
questions (riddles) which could not be answered by the
application of reason. (What is the sound of one clap¬
ping?)
The Zen influence extended to the stage, espe¬
cially the No theatre. In this theatre, sparse of scenery
and controlled in movement and gesture, there are
many moments of stillness. The greatest performer and
theorist of the No stage, Zeami, who lived in the four¬
teenth century said: "Dancing, singing, movements and
different types of miming are all acts performed by the
body. Moments of'no action' occur in between." These
moments of "no action" are the most enjoyable, he said,
"due to the underlying spiritual strength of the actor
which unremittingly holds the attention."22
21W. J. B. Fletcher, trans., Gems of Chinese Verse (Shanghai:
Commercial Press, 1935), 31.
22Ryusaku Tsunoda, William Theodore DeBary, and Donald
Keene, comps. Sources of Japanese Tradition, vol. I, (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1958), 286-290.
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In one of his writings, Zeami describes the nine
stages of the actor's art. He uses metaphors, remind¬
ing one of Zen riddles to be grasped intuitively and
artistically, to indicate the levels of an actors' skill; like
the koans they will not yield to rational exercises.23
1. The flower (hana) of the miraculous 'At mid¬
night in Silla the sun is bright.'
2. The flower (hana) of supreme profundity 'Snow
covers the thousand mountains-why does one
lovely peak remain unwhitened?'
3. The flower (hana) of stillness Snow piled in a
silver bowl.’24
The same stillness, no-action principle is also seen
in the acting on the Kabuki stage when at a climactic
moment the actor rolls his head, crosses his eyes, and
freezes in a statuesque pose called a mie. That is the
moment of strength, of maximum impact.25
In all the stillness we have talked about, there is
concentration, the gathering of power, the centering of
the self. The result of this stillness, meditation, con¬
templation, quietness is, in an unselfconscious way,
the accessioning of power so that the vital forces are
gathered, integrated and intensified, while in the ac¬
tive life they are often diffused. Westerners know that,
of course, but seldom act upon it.
23Ibid., 286-287.
24Ibid.
2r,Earl Ernst, The Kabuki Theatre (New York: Grove Press.
1956), 178-179.
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III. Nature: Lords or Partners
There is another concern which relates at sev¬
eral interesting points with the preceding. It has to do
with the way we human beings relate to the world of
nature. There is in several strands of Asian thought a
distinctly different view of Nature than that which
undergirds our life. It is true that in the past decade or
two, beginning somewhere about the time of Rachel
Carson's Silent Spring, there has been a steadily grow¬
ing concern in the U.S.A. about our natural environ¬
ment. That concern has been forced upon us by the
pollution of our streams; the contamination of our water
ways by chemicals and wastes; the dumping of toxic
waste substances that have endangered the health of
our communities; the depletion of natural resources,
including water, at an alarming rate; the widespread
use of pesticides which in some cases have proven
hazardous to human life as well.
Yes, we are more aware than we used to be of the
natural environment. Yet our terminology, e.g., envi¬
ronmentalists, betrays a mind-set which is still quite
far from that which evolved out of Taoist philosophy,
Zen understanding, or even Jain-Hindu-Buddhist con¬
cerns in India. Nature remains an environs for human
beings. The Western attitude toward Nature has been
based primarily upon the Judaic view expressed in
Genesis, that is, that human beings are created the
lords of the earth. Specifically, human beings are to be
fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it. They
are to rule over the animal life of the sea, air and the land
(Gen. 1:28-30). Environmentalists today do not basically
disagree with this view; they simply call for the exercis¬
ing of that lordship with proper caution and care.
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When we turn to Asia, however, we are philosophi¬
cally on different ground. Although vast differences
separate Hindus and Jains of India, Chinese Taoists,
and Japanese Zen Buddhists in their views of nature,
certain attitudes place them together and in opposi¬
tion to the prevailing Western view.
A. Hindu-Jain View
In the Hindu-Jain view, life is considered sacred
because there is an unbroken chain of souls or selves.
The smallest creature possesses a soul just as a hu¬
man being does. That soul or self through countless
rebirths will move up the chain until it attains perfec¬
tion or release. So there is concern for every creature,
even the snake.26
The Jains go beyond the Hindus in this concern
for life. So intent are Jain monks on not destroying life
that they wear masks to prevent the inhalation of tiny
creatures; they carry small brooms to brush the path
before them so that tiny creatures may not be crushed
and they avoid agriculture altogether because tilling
the soil would cause injury to living things in the soil.27
Barred by conviction from agriculture, they turned to
non-violent things like banking. Ironically, because of
having to pursue non-life-injuring occupations, they
became one of the wealthiest communities in India.
B. Zen Buddhist View
The Zen Buddhist, along with some other
Mahayana Buddhist sects, holds the idea of the abso-
2<iCompare the treatment of the serpent in Genesis 3:1-15.
27Paul Thomas. Hindu Religion. Customs and Manners, 3rd
ed. (Bombay: D. B. Taraporevala Sons & Co., 1956). 55-56.
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lute significance of the natural world and everyday life.
Their answer to the question. "What is absolute exist¬
ence?" was either "It is the cypress tree in the garden,"
or "It is three pounds of hemp." Their attitude may also
be detected in this poem by Su Teng-po: "The sound of
the stream is the teaching of sermon of the Buddha,
and the color of the mountain is the pure and True
Body [Dharmakaya] of the Buddha."28 So when the Zen
practitioners sit in meditation, they contemplate na¬
ture, gardens of sand, water, stones and moss. Their
meditation, unlike Yoga, is not intended to separate
sense from exterior objects, but to submerge self in
the great sea of being.
The poetry of the No theatre is full of pictures
from nature which reflect the Buddhist consciousness
of the transience of life: fading flowers in autumn, cherry
blossoms falling in the wind; the mournful cry of birds
by the sea shore.29
C. Chinese View
In China the interaction of man with nature is
most clearly seen in certain landscape paintings. Un¬
der Taoist influence "the harmony of the human spirit
and the spirit of nature became the ultimate goal of
Chinese art."30 These paintings offer us visual perspec¬
tives of tremendous depths. In the distance the moun¬
tain peaks seem to float in the mist which fills the val-
2sHajime Nakamura, Ways ofThinking oJ'Eastern People: India.
China. Tibet Japan, ed. Philip P. Wiener (Honolulu: East West Center
Press. 1964), 279.
^Japanese Noh Drama. 3 vols. (Tokyo: The Nippon Gakujutsu
Shinkokai, 1960). See Momijigart vol. II, 146: Yuya, vol. II. 36.50.57;
Tadanori. vol. II. 28.
30Sources of Chinese Tradition, vol. I. 252.
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ley, and in the forefront along the bank of the stream,
or in a boat, or perhaps by a hut, on the bank of the
river, is seen the tiny figure of a human being. The
human creature is portrayed as a small part of the
great natural scene, not the lord of it.
That view of nature is valuable, not only from a
utilitarian point of view, but as a point of beginning to
come again to ourselves. The Chinese artist, Tsung Ping,
in an introduction to landscape painting, wrote:
And so I live in leisure and nourish my vital power:
I drain clean the wine-cup, play the lute, lay down
the picture of scenery, face it in silence. And while
seated, travel beyond the borders of the land, never
leaving the realm where nature exerts her influ¬
ence, and alone responding to the call of the wil¬
derness. Here the cliffs and peaks seem to rise to
soaring heights, and groves in the midst of the
clouds are dense and extend to the vanishing point.
Sages and virtuous men of far antiquity come to¬
gether in my thoughts. What else need I do? I
gratify my spirit, that is all. What is there that is
more important than gratifying the spirit.31
The effect of the Chinese-Japanese view is to move
us toward the acceptance of the reality of the natural
world and to find in closeness to and appreciation of
nature a way of centering life upon that which pro¬
vides a pathway to the real, a pathway to our true selves.
The effect of the Hindu-Jain view is to move us
toward a spirit of non-violence, non-injury to any crea¬
ture. While this may seem insignificant, we should re¬
member that the principle of ahinsa, non-injury, was
one blade of Mahatma Gandhi's two-edged sword to
liberate India from British rule and from the oppres-
nIbid.. 254.
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sion of Western thought. The cultivation of such an
attitude toward all living things is a sensitizing and
humanizing influence upon the whole of life, for it ex¬
tends to and includes the non-violation of persons. By
the awareness and concern for nature and ourselves
we are prepared for a better relation to the world the
Creator has given us and with other men and women.
IV. Acquisition Or Renunciation
A. Poverty: East
A third area in which Asian thought and practice
offers help to the West is in the problem of the acquisi¬
tive nature of our society. India, which usually con¬
jures up images of poverty, is a rich country. Out of
richness, not poverty, has come the idea of renuncia¬
tion which lies at the heart of the Hindu-Jain-Bud-
dhist approach to the world. Renunciation which is
always in the consciousness of the adherents of these
faiths is the opposite of the acquisitiveness which is
the natural accompaniment of an activity-oriented,
competitive society. The nature of our American
economy lures us into unnecessary and sometimes
conspicuous consumption. The media hucksters cre¬
ate in us desires for things we never knew we wanted.
For those who can afford what is offered there is a not-
so-subtle distancing from poverty which makes it not
just an unaccustomed state but a repelling one.
In India those who renounce the world go to live
in the woods. Hajime Nakamura has written:
The main current of the Indian civilization has
not been in the cities but in the woods. For nearly
every Indian religious thinker seeks to live in the
V
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bosom of nature and there to have direct commun¬
ion with the Absolute. India did not develop a city
representing its entire civilization. The ancient
Greeks had the center of their civilization in Ath¬
ens, the ancient Romans in Rome, and the mod¬
ern Europeans in London, Paris and Berlin. But
in India there was or is no city corresponding to
these cities in the West. It is true that the cities of
Pataliputra and Kanyakubja once flourished, but
the prosperity of these cities was of short dura¬
tion. There are no cities prospering throughout the
whole history of India to represent the civilization.32
Living in the depth of the forest, and meditating
in the dawn to the sound of the birds, the holy man
concentrates his whole being on the quest for truth.
The renunciation experience means foregoing eventu¬
ally all attachments even the attachment to one's own
ego. This non-attachment, this non-ego-defending is a
precondition for the liberation of the spirit.
B. Poverty: West
In American we are abandoning our cities, and
our civilization is represented by a thousand more or
less similar shopping centers scattered through sub¬
urban mazes. Perhaps we are in a position to appro¬
priate more from India than we can imagine. The other
side of renunciation is poverty. Poverty has never been
a stranger to the American scene, but recently it has
become a bad word, an ugly and repellent condition.
Over the last several years I have watched with deep
concern the refusal of residents of this country to al¬
low public housing for low and moderate income per-
“Nakamura, Ways ofThinking of Eastern People, 163.
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sons to be built near their neighborhoods. Their rea¬
sons, however stated, translate into a concern for the
lowering of the monetary value of their own property.
My concern is as much for the affluent as for the poor
in this ease, for I worry about what this means in terms
of the impoverishment of the spirit of our society.
Can we become acquainted again with poverty?
Poverty is not an ugly word in India though for "the
beautiful people” it may have an ugly face. In tradi¬
tional Hindu society, those who are poor by their own
choice do not have an ugly image but an honorable
one. Beggars there are many. But begging in the Ameri¬
can context has never been honorable. To Hindu holy
men and to Jain and Buddhist monks poverty is a nec¬
essary condition of their search for truth. Begging
humbles the pride and prevents attachment. The truth
is that life and existence are contingent and the men¬
dicant so experiences it day by day. Poverty is a way of
forcing us to come to the core of ourselves and our
situation.
V. Conclusion
My comments are not meant to suggest that we
should adopt a totally alien way of life. We are not to
abandon our jobs and go off to live in the woods. Per¬
haps we can recognize that the traditions and values
to which I have pointed do address some of the root
causes of the malaise and excesses of our present so¬
ciety. The ability to communicate worldwide and the
openness of our society to plural values are necessary
preconditions to the appropriation of those that seem
good to us. I suspect that this must begin with Ameri¬
can higher education. Kenneth Keniston, writing about
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pressures on college students that have led to drug
abuse, refers to what he calls "cognitive professional¬
ism." the pressure to do well academically in order to
qualify for the next academic hurdle.
And while such intellectual and cognitive talents
are highly rewarded, colleges increasingly frown
upon emotional, affective, non-intelleetual and
passionate forms of expression. What is rewarded
is the ability to delay, postpone and defer gratifi¬
cation in the interest of higher education tomor¬
row.
In contrast to these cognitive demands, there are
few countervailing pressures to become more feel¬
ing, morally responsible, courageous, artistically
perceptive, emotionally balanced or interperson-
ally subtle human beings.33
He also says that contemporary students suffer
from "stimulus hooding and psychological numbing."
In a modern technological society the individual is so
deluged with external sensory, intellectual, and emo¬
tional stimuli that she/he gradually becomes numb,
unable to respond fully to them. This lowered respon¬
siveness is manifested in a seeming inability to make
contact with experiences of other people, a "feeling of
inner deadness and outer flatness . . . our activities
are merely going through the motions, our experiences
lack vividness, three dimensionality and intensity."34
I need not speak of the dehumanization with
which a technological society threatens segments of
life reduced to punch holes in the computer card, iden¬
tification by number rather than name or face, the
’YJacob Needleman, ed. Religion for a New Generation (New
York: Macmillan Company, 1973), 26.
:i4Ibid., 290.
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modular character of our work or functions, disem¬
bodied voices thanking you for shopping at K-Mart or
riding Greyhound or flying Delta. There is a desperate
need to know that we do indeed exist as real persons.
The things I have tried to pluck out of Asian cultures
and traditions resonate to just that need.
In our frenetic, half-considered life, slowing down,
being quiet, meditating, gazing at the mountains, ab¬
juring hyperactivity can only improve the quality of our
lives. Simply surviving, simply prospering materially
are not the sufficient goals for us as individuals. Cen¬
tering, becoming acquainted with ourselves, gratifying
the spirit are significant goals in our journey to hu¬
manness.
Nature can certainly help us. Since we have aban¬
doned our cities, perhaps we can draw closer to na¬
ture. Perhaps the natural world can become a real
home.
Can we abjure our acquisitive, competitive style,
our struggles to "get ahead"? Of what? Of whom? Can
we accept with dignity the place where we are as the
place of truth where life is to be dealt with in integrity?
Erich Kahler reassures us that we need not sacrifice
our real individuality.
In other words: to have individuality is not so much
to have a mind of one's own, as to have one’s own
mind. A person can live utterly for God, for an¬
other, for his work. He can forget himself com¬
pletely in his devotion or preoccupation and still
be a shining example of individuality, provided that
what he lives for is his personal relation to God,
his personal love, his personal work-a work that
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bears his features, that reflects the meaning and
content of his own life.35
35Erich Kahler. Man the Measure: A New Approach to History




Toward a Balanced Perspective
of Creation
I. Introduction
I have no problem with scientists studying vari¬
ous phenomena in nature to search for answers that
will satisfy the hunger to so many questions surround¬
ing the mysteries of nature. I am referring to one issue
like the cross pollination by birds, bees and even flies.
But despite all the answers there is still some mystery
about the distinct aroma of a rose. This tells me that
there is more to nature than we can explain.
As a theologian I take no exception to the innu¬
merable postulation of hypotheses regarding the ori¬
gin of humankind. I have one problem though: when
will the moratorium on the further development of the
ape-man be lifted?
When I think of our bodies and how they func¬
tion, I realize that there must be more to creation than
we can ever fathom. To address our theme on creation,
therefore, I have chosen the following texts1 from the
Hebrew Bible: Psalm 8; Genesis 1:1 -4a and Hosea 4:1-
3.
*Samuel P. Abrahams is Vice-Dean, Faculty of Theology, and
Senior Lecturer, Department of Old Testament and Hebrew,
University of Fort Hare, Alice, South Africa. He is presently teaching
Biblical Studies, Interdenominational Theological Center, Atlanta,
Georgia.
'For other texts related to creation accounts, see Robert B.
Coote and David Robert Ord, eds. In the Beginning: Creation and
the Priestly History (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 19-27.
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II. How the Texts Inform Us about Creation
A. Psalm 8
In verses 1 and 9 we are informed that the whole
of creation is framed by the name and majesty of the
Lord:2
O Lord, our Sovereign
how majestic is your name in all the earth.
These verses at the beginning and end of Psalm
8 allow us to recognize that everything created bears a
majestic identity. This principle is the same in Africa:
one's identity is recognized and confirmed after being
named.
Both verses also refer to God's identity in his cre¬
ation: "How majestic is your name in all the earth."
This biblical conception of God's identity in creation
contradicts some Western theology, which emphasizes
division between Creator and creation and is called
"transcendence." Applied to creation it means God is
not part of creation. God is absolutely transcendent,
above the creation. This has negative consequences for
our thinking about God, the world and humankind:
God becomes impersonal, unapproachable-the boss.
This is not the idea of the author of Psalm 8 for whom
God is immanent, part and parcel of creation.
B. Genesis l:l-4a, 21, 24-25
This text is a Priestly account of creation. I note
the way in which it is framed: the beginning of this
scripture reads "In the beginning when God created
2See also Walter Brueggeman, The Message of the Psalms: A
Theological Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House,1984), 36.
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the heavens and the earth . . ." (1:1). At the conclusion
it reads: "Thus [the creation] of the heavens and the
earth were completed, and all their multitude."
Let us take a closer look at the sequence of these
acts of creation. Remember, it involves the account of
the creation of the heavens and the earth. Under the
creation of the heavens we include: light, (the creation
of day and night, the sky, referred to as the dome, lights
in the dome of the sky and the sky, which includes the
stars and the moon). Under the creation of earth we
include: dry land, the sea, vegetation, the creation of
all living creatures in the sea and sky and all living
creatures to live on the land.
A seemingly strange sentence follows: "Then God
said: 'Let us make humankind . . Was this an after¬
thought? Was it a redactional omission that the cre¬
ation of human beings (man and woman) was not in¬
cluded? Should it not have read: "In the beginning God
created the heavens, the earth and humankind?"
The absence of the term "human beings" is not a
redactional omission. On the contrary. The listing of
the man and the woman as part of creation demon¬
strates that human beings are not set apart from or
above creation, but form an integral part.
In Gen. 1:2, 24 and 25 we encounter a phrase
which recurs seven times: "according to its kind . .
The writer explains: the earth brought forth vegeta¬
tion, plants yielding seed "according to their own kinds"
and trees bearing fruit "according to its kind." Then
God created the creatures in the water "according to
their kinds"; every bird "according to its kind";3 the wild
;,Following the translation of Robert Coote and David Ord, In
the Beginning. 54.
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animals "according to their kinds." And then God said:
"Let us make humankind . . Here we expect the
phrase "according to their own kind ..." The surprise,
however, is that God said: "Let us make humankind,
in our image, according to our likeness." Our human¬
ness, therefore, is not likened to any species in the
bird or animal kingdoms, but likened to a divine im-
age-that of God.
This view of the exalted character of humans is
reiterated in Ps. 8:4-5 in a poem of awe and amaze¬
ment:
What are human beings that you are mindful of them,
mortals that you care for them?
You have made them a little less than God,
and crowned them with glory and honor.
C. Hosea 4:1-3: Dominion Misunderstood
Not only in Psalm 8:6 but also in Genesis 1:26
we note that God mandates human beings to have do¬
minion over the works of his hands, that is, everything
that lives in the water, that flies in the sky and every¬
thing that moves over the earth. The question is how
human beings execute this mandate. What happened
in the execution of their dominion over the works of
God's hands? To find an answer, we will have to read
another text in which three elements of the creation
motif are mentioned, namely:
• Israel - the human beings who are supposed to be
"image-bearers" of God according to the creation
account.
• The eres - mentioned four times. In this unit it
could be translated with "earth" and "land."
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• Three species - the great triad of creation: the wild
animals, birds of the air and the fish of the sea.
The text is Hosea 4:1-3:
Hear the word of the Lord
O People of Israel,
for the Lord has an indictment against the in¬
habitants of the land:
There is no faithfulness,
and there is no solidarity,
and there is no knowledge of God in the land.
Cursing and lying and murder
and stealing and adultery proliferate in the land;4
and bloodshed follows bloodshed.
Therefore:
she mourns, [that is] the land:
and all her inhabitants languish
together with the wild animals and the
birds of the air,
even the fish of the sea are disappearing.
Observations from this text are:
In the first verse the prophet, on God's behalf,
informs the people of Israel of an indictment against
them. The plaintiff in this case is the Lord and the
defendant is Israel. The charge against them is disre¬
gard for the Lord. The three categories: no faithfulness,
no solidarity and no knowledge of God, express and
summarize a total disregard for what the Lord consid-
'Following the translation of James Luther Mays, Hosea: A
Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1969), 60.
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ers fundamental in a covenant and interhuman rela¬
tionship.
In the second verse, the prophet lists all these
crimes in detail, and they are commonly held to be vio¬
lations of the Torah. Mays rightly observes: "These five
crimes are not simply breaches of general morality: they
are acts prohibited by the normative tradition of Israel
which summarizes the will of Jahweh under the cov¬
enant."5
Therefore, the prophet describes how Israel, vio¬
lated on a massive scale the Ten Words that served as
divine directives in the ordering of their relationship to
God and good and healthy interhuman relationships.
Instead of showing compassion and solidarity with
those who are weak and peripherised in society, they
turned a blind eye. Instead of doing justice to those
who are oppressed, they invoked a divinely caused
misfortune: they cursed and they shed blood. By their
attitudes and actions these people reversed God's au¬
thorization to have dominion over creation, to domina¬
tion and destruction of creation.
All the crimes enumerated in verses 1-2, which
describe Israel's disregard for the Lord, are followed by
the consequence introduced by the word "therefore" in
verse 3: the land mourns and various species are threat¬
ened with extinction or are already extinct.
Brueggemann rightly observes at this point that "the
staggering claim of this poem is to draw together
decalogue and creation, to assert that the disregard of
5Ibid., 64.
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Torah leads to the collapse ofcreation."6
From Hosea 4:1 -3 we are informed, therefore, that
there is an inseparable connection between Torah and
Creation, and human action and creation. Human ac¬
tion can either enhance or destroy creation.7 It is the
discovery of this inseparable connection, I think, that
will enable us to develop a balanced perspective of Cre¬
ation Theology.
III. Creation Theology: A Balanced Perspective
A. New Appreciation of God as Creator
Holding to this connection may eliminate peoples'
doubts that God created the heavens and the earth. It
may enable us to take seriously the first Article of the
Creed in our theology: "I believe in Almighty God, maker
of heaven and earth."
Is it not true that people rest their case contend¬
ing that the biblical account of creation is in conflict
with the findings of modern science? And is it not true
that with this attitude people withdraw from the active
responsibility for the enhancement of creation? There
is ample evidence to show that this attitude inevitably
leads to action which diminishes creation through
domination.
B. New Appreciation of Created Species
Holding to this connection will give us a new ap¬
preciation of all created species, on the land and in the
'Walter Brueggeman, "The Uninflected Therefore in Hosea 4:1-
3" in Readingfrom This Place, ed. Fernando Segovia and Mary Ann
Tolbert (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995). 240.
7Ibid., 242.
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sea. Soelle mentions in this regard that although there
is so much attack on creation, "the Christian task would
be to allow mourning over the death of plants and ani¬
mals around us ... . Without compassion for dying
seals and woods that are wasting away we cannot learn
love for creation."8
We have to act, therefore, whenever and where-
ever we are called upon to resist and to stop people
from diminishing creation. A case in point is the latest
action taken by creation-conscious people against the
destructive nuclear tests in the Pacific Ocean conducted
by France. I can recall that during the eighties the in¬
habitants of the Pacific Islands were calling for inter¬
national support in their struggle against nuclear tests
in their area. They explained that these tests affect their
livelihood: the fish and other species in the sea, upon
which they are so dependent, are killed. More severe,
however, is the fact that many children born on these
islands are deformed at birth as a result of nuclear
radiation.
C. New Appreciation of Mother Earth
Holding to this connection will bring about a new
appreciation of Mother Earth: in Africa Mother Earth
is considered as the One who nourishes and heals.
Pollution, exploitation of her minerals and deforesta¬
tion for the sake of development, consequently robs
her of all these qualities.
Solle mentions another important aspect about
creation:
“Dorothee Soelle, Thinking about God: An Introduction to
Theology (Philadelphia: Trinity Press, 1990), 52.
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To be made by God is the deepest cause of
our earthly fellowship not only among human be¬
ings, but with all other living beings .... Because
we are created communally, our self-understand¬
ing must again catch up with the dimension of
collective understanding.9
This collective understanding was clearly dem¬
onstrated during the years of struggle in South Africa.
Black people stood together in the face of so much
humiliation and oppression because we believe that
an injury to one is an injury to all. Western cultural
emphasis on the individual as opposed to the commu¬
nity has therefore not only affected Creation Theology,
but also the ordering of good healthy interhuman rela¬
tionships.
D. New Appreciation of Equality
Holding to the inseparable connection will bring
about a new appreciation of the fact that creation means
equality of the sexes,10 equality of classes and equality
of races.
1. Equality of Sexes
Equality of sexes, because in the biblical account
of creation (the first one in particular) nothing is said
about male superiority and female inferiority. The ques¬
tion remains however: why is this still a problem at
home, in society and in the church? Why should the
women of the world go to Beijing to protest against
their present status in society?
9Ibid., 42.
‘"See also Cain Hope Felder, Troubling Biblical Waters (New
York: Orbis Books. 1992). 152.
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2. Equality of Classes
Equality of classes, because, as I have mentioned
earlier, when God created the world, only one world
was created. I have also indicated that this idea of one
world conflicts with contemporary categories and con¬
ceptions of a first world and a third world.11 This was
an unfortunate term because nobody could foresee dur¬
ing that time that this concept would develop to mean
"third rate." Africans refuse to be regarded as "third
rate."
3. Equality of Races
Equality of races, because nowhere in the bibli¬
cal account of creation is anything said about Black
people coming late on the day when God created hu¬
man beings, and black was the only remaining color.
Which Bible are some people reading and which god
are they believing when they can openly claim: white is
superior and black inferior? Or that black people were
created to be servants? Which Creation Theology did
they study that they can openly call a Black person
"Kaffir" in South Africa, and "Nigger" in the USA?
It is not true that being black means born to serve,
but this is true: we are created to have dominion.
It is not true that being black means to be cursed,
because even the devil is black,
but this is true: God is Black and is proud to be
1 ‘This term was first used at an International Conference at
Bandung, 1955. At this conference some of the "underdeveloped
countries" like Asia, Africa, Latin America and the impoverished
areas of the USA referred to themselves as "Third World." This was
done to distinguish themselves from the countries that were
regarded as First World and Second World.
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Black, because God joined the struggle against
racism in South Africa, and we won.
It is not true that being black means to be a slave,
but this is true: we are of royal stock:
we are created a little less than God
and we are crowned with glory and honor!
IV. Conclusion
Does this sound all too idealistic because of the
existing world order which is hostile to creation? No
matter how naive this may sound, allow me to share
with you something that happened in my country.
For almost four years, that is, before liberation,
my country suffered under a severe drought. At that
time the white regime introduced measures to save wa¬
ter, even calling upon all South Africans to pray for
rain.
Christians from almost all denominations in the
country prayed for rain. Unfortunately, it never rained.
With the release of our President, Mr. Nelson Mandela,
and the subsequent scrapping of all racist draconian
laws, we had the first opportunity to vote in the land of
our birth. To my mind, a miracle then happened, be¬
cause as we went to the polls to cast our votes, the
rains came!
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